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ABSTRACT
In order to foster engagement and create 21st century, global thinkers, education stakeholders
must present students with educational options that are both culturally responsive and culturally
sustaining (Paris, 2012). Current and future challenges lie in overcoming the obstacles that face
students who have been marginalized by traditional education programs. Research has
demonstrated that students are more engaged in the learning process when they interact with
literature that is relevant to them (Mart, 2019); however, more research is needed to explore
students’ perspectives on how examining literature from a critical culture perspective can affect
their engagement. Using Corso et al.’s (2013) Student Enhancement Core model as a rationale
for adapting Gay’s (2018) Culturally Responsive Teaching (CRT) theory to Rosenblatt’s (1982)
Transactional Reader-Response (TRR) theory, this multicultural narrative inquiry (MNI)
approach to a case stud explored the engagement of multiply-marginalized students within a
nontraditional learning setting when analyzing literature from a critical culture perspective.
Keywords: engagement, culture, multicultural literature, nontraditional education,
marginalization, multicultural narrative inquiry
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PROLOGUE: THE HERO’S JOURNEY
Human narratives have long been a part of the cultural landscape. Even before ancient
Mesopotamians began scratching out cuneiform on clay tablets, professional bards would travel
the ancient countryside to present orations to captive audiences (Andrews, 2015). These
memorized stories both entertained and informed their audiences, just as contemporary narratives
continue to do, thousands of years later. Humans are natural storytellers, and it is these stories
that unite mankind through universal experiences and relationships. Stories help to bring clarity
from chaos and turn isolated events into collective experiences.
As ancient as storytelling is the idea of the monomyth, a literary structure that is
primarily utilized in heroic tales of epic proportion (Campbell, 2019). Campbell’s (1949) theory
proposed that many ancient and modern tales follow this outline, and thus named the
components that were central to this formula (Campbell, 2019). According to Campbell (2019),
the monomyth consists of a series of 17 stages through which the hero of a story progresses. In a
nutshell, the Hero is called to leave the Status Quo in order to embark on a quest for something,
someone, or some goal. After a series of tests, trials, and near defeat, with the help from a
mentor, the Hero achieves their goal and returns home, improved by the challenges of their
journey. Campbell (2019) further posited that true heroes return with a willingness to share what
they have learned in order to help others. Hollywood screenwriter Vogler (2007) later modified
the concept into 12 stages, which famously influenced George Lucas’ development of the iconic
Star Wars series (Bancks, 2003). In alignment with Bruner (1986) and Egan’s (1989)
educational theories, Davis and Weeden (2009) agreed that human stories have a rhythm that
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innately align with Campbell’s monomyth and that this pattern is a model for what transpires in
all forms of learning.
This willingness to help others is at the core of education and educational research. By
nature, educational research is a practical science that focuses on providing “rational knowledge
that will have a significant and worthwhile effect on the decisions and judgements of educational
policymakers and practitioners” (Carr, 2007, p. 271). If, in fact, the Educator-Researcher-Hero
accepts the Call to adventure, it is with the expectation of not hoarding the treasure, but rather
sharing its benefits with the community. Even King Gilgamesh planned to provide the old men
of Uruk with the plant of immortality before it was usurped by the serpent (Mitchell, 2013).
Educator-Researcher-Heroes like myself have great challenges, as well as the potential
for great rewards, before us. However, once the Hero accepts the call, failure is no longer an
option, and they must return with the coveted prize. For those of us in education, that prize is
sound policy and practices that positively impact the educational, economic, and sociocultural
outcomes of all students. Often before epic heroes embark on their journeys, they hesitate.
During this Refusal of the Call, the Hero is irresolute, unsure, and willing to accept the Status
Quo. This Educator-Researcher-Hero can no longer tarry. I accept the call.
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION
“Wake up, Neo…
The Matrix has you…
Follow the white rabbit.
Knock, knock, Neo” (Wachowski &Wachowski, 1999).
In the beginning stages of the monomyth, the Hero is introduced in their Ordinary World.
Initially, they are oblivious to the upset that is taking place around them, and they are content
with the Status Quo. Once they are made aware of the unfavorable situation, they are called to
an action to mitigate the situation, which introduces the conflict either outside or within the
character. The Hero usually refuses the call due to fear, apprehension, or just plain apathy. In
The Matrix, Neo has no desire to enter the Matrix until his curiosity is piqued to “follow the
white rabbit” (Wachowski & Wachowski, 1999).

Background Knowledge
In order to foster engagement and create 21st century, global thinkers, education
stakeholders must present students with educational options that are both culturally responsive
and culturally sustaining (Paris, 2012). Corso et al. (2013) asserted that curricula should be
designed in ways that consider the needs of individual students. Gay (2018) further asserted that
Culturally Responsive Teaching (CRT) practices should be implemented in consideration of the
sociocultural factors that can affect students’ ability to learn. CRT must address all cultural
issues that may affect a student’s ability to learn. Additionally, mitigating engagement factors
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brought on by the existing Covid-19 conditions and the new realities of post-pandemic education
will further exacerbate the issue of waning student engagement, forcing educators to consider
effective means to engage students in their own educative processes.
Engaging in textual intercourse that utilizes transactional and reader-response theories
(RRT) requires “emotional and intellectual participation in the text” that increases reader
engagement (Mart, 2019, p. 78). However, what remains to be explored is how a critical culture
stance can be situated within the aesthetic and efferent transactions between reader and text, and
whether or not readers experience deeper engagement because of this stance. This study sought
to explore the engagement of multiply-marginalized students within a nontraditional learning
setting who are analyzing literature from a critical culture perspective. You have now entered
the rabbit hole.

Statement of the Problem
The effective 21st century teacher faces the daily challenges of finding ways to inspire
and encourage children to not only be good students, but to also be productive members of the
global community. Amongst these challenges is intentionally and consistently considering the
diverse identities and needs of students when planning instruction. McGregor and Mills (2011)
asserted that it is the intersectionality of the issues of poverty, race, ethnicity, and gender that are
intensified by the “neo-liberal policy frameworks” of education that are the root cause of
students disengaging and dropping out of school (p. 20). Consequently, it is the onus of
educators to mitigate the effects of these factors in order to engage students who may be placed
at risk.
Many marginalizing factors can further imperil young people and increase their
likelihood of not finishing school (McGregor & Mills, 2011). Montero (2019) posited, “Colonial
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and White supremacist ideologies in schooling practices that disadvantage nondominant-culture
youths” persist through practices that have dominated and impacted minority and marginalized
groups for centuries (p. 699-700). Many educational policies and expectations “are based on a
Eurocentric model involving behavioral practices of White middle-class parents [and family
structures]” (Yull et al., 2014). The emphasis on traditional means of engagement deflects
attention from the school’s responsibility to be culturally responsive to these groups (Vega et al.,
2015).
The persistent problem is that school districts, schools, and teachers often institute and
employ programs, policies, and practices rooted in deficit-model thinking. This mindset can
exacerbate the issue of low student engagement, instead of establishing and utilizing responsive
and sustaining programs, policies, and practices to engage various marginalized student
populations. On a larger scale, deficit-model thinking can lead to the creation of institutional
frameworks that can affect both the way that teachers interact with certain groups of students
(Semingson, 2014) and the way that students engage with the curriculum (Yull et al., 2014).
Unless school legislative bodies and education stakeholders are actively dismantling these
disparate frameworks and rebuilding a foundation that is both relevant and supportive of all
cultures, we may be unwitting participants in practices that can magnify the problem of student
disengagement.

Research Questions
1. What are the attitudes of multiply-marginalized students about reading literature in
school?
2. How do multiply-marginalized students interact/transact with literature and each other
within a culturally responsive education (CRE) course?
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3. According to multiply-marginalized students, how does adopting a critical stance with
literature affect the way they view/react/interact/transact with their curricular and extracurricular environments?
4. How do multiply-marginalized students describe their experiences with the literature
within a CRE course?

Purpose and Significance of the Study
Student engagement has been increasingly recognized as a way to eliminate many of the
ills that plague the modern-day education system: low academic achievement, student boredom
and apathy, disrespect for authority, and high dropout rates for minority and placed at-risk youth
(Fredericks et al., 2004). In a more positive light, research also revealed that student engagement
is an antecedent for many positive educational outcomes: high academic achievement, higher
college attendance and graduation rates, as well as a higher incidence of well-being and
improved quality of life for both students and their teachers (Corso et al., 2013). While student
engagement depends on a multitude of factors, a good deal of what influences student
engagement can be controlled by creating an educational environment that is conducive to
capturing student interest (Fredericks et al., 2004).
Piazza et al. (2015) suggested that increased student achievement occurs when teachers
validate cultural differences in their students. The framework for culturally responsive teaching
(CRT) is centered on teaching and leading in a manner that allows more students across cultures
to achieve at higher levels with deeper engagement in the curriculum (Knowledge Delivery
Systems, 2012). This goal can be achieved, in part, by helping students who fall into various
minority categorizations to maintain their cultural identities and gain access to the dominant
culture (Paris, 2012). Unfortunately for some students, denial of access is compounded by
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inequitable conditions that exist within the school system itself. Since the 1960s, alternative
education programs have sought to fill in the opportunity gaps that are a by-product of systemic
shortcomings within education. Part of culturally responsive teaching is recognizing and
mitigating factors that may negatively affect students’ learning experiences; therefore, alternative
school settings, like the one in which this research took place, are rife with opportunities to
advance a culturally relevant and sustaining learning environment.
Li (2015) noted the importance of incorporating rigorous multicultural components into
existing curriculum in order to “increase the intellectual and social capabilities of the global
student and citizen” (p. 20). As our classrooms become increasingly diverse, it becomes
increasingly imperative that educators create culturally responsive classroom environments in
which all children can learn. Within ELA classrooms, literature can play an important role, not
only in the engagement of students, but also in exposing students to people and environments
that are different from those with which they are familiar. Kibler and Chapman (2019) went so
far as to say that culturally responsive texts are an essential element of a culturally relevant
teaching environment. Exposing students to diverse materials may increase their capacity to
empathize and engage with varying viewpoints from various cultures (Meixner & Scupp, 2019).
To that end, the purpose of this study is to explore the engagement of multiply-marginalized
students within a nontraditional learning setting when analyzing literature from a critical culture
perspective.

Local Context
The context for this study is within my own 10th grade ELA classes at Allgood High
School (*pseudonym). Allgood* High School (AHS) is a majority-minority, non-traditional,
high school in a suburb of a major city in the Southeast. AHS has approximately 700 full-time
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students who range in age from 15 to 24 years old. Of these students, approximately 90% are
minorities and approximately 33% are classified as Economically Disadvantaged. The student
demographic breakdown shows that students identify as approximately 30% Black, 52%
Hispanic, 11% White, 3% Asian, and the remaining 4% classified as American Indian,
Multiracial, or other (“The student body at Allgood* High School in Allgood* City, GA,” 2020).
Of the 60 members of the school faculty, approximately 67% are white, 28% are Black, and
.05% are Hispanic (“The student body at Allgood* High School in Allgood* City GA,” 2020).

Unique Characteristics of Research Site
Allgood* High School offers the same core courses and many of the elective courses that
traditional high schools offer; however, classes are offered in four 9 week mini-semesters. Five
classes consisting of 2 ½ hour blocks are offered each day, so students can receive ½ credit in
each course, each mini-mester. Highly motivated, full-time students can earn up to 10 credits
every 18 weeks, putting them well ahead of students in traditional high schools who can earn a
maximum of 6-8 credits every 18 weeks.
The concept for AHS was born out of the idea that there were a growing number of
students in the district who, for various reasons, were at risk of not graduating. These students
needed greater flexibility in their academic schedules in order to graduate high school;
consequently, AHS was developed as an alternative to the traditional high schools within the
district. AHS offers several features that are unique to the district. For one, it offers flexible
scheduling. The school operates between the hours of 8:10 am to 8:10 pm. This allows students
who have jobs or familial obligations to choose academic schedules that best suit their specific
needs. Evening classes that run from 3:30pm-8:00pm allow students from other schools to
attend after the end of their traditional school day.
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Another unique feature that Allgood* offers is a fully licensed day care center for the
children of students, so that teen parents can finish high school without the added expense of
childcare. Additionally, AHS has the following unique offerings: small class sizes, the option
for students to drop and retake a course in order to salvage their grade point averages, blended
counseling methods in which instructors act as co-counselors to the students, and faculty and
staff collaboration in the school-wide decision making.
AHS is currently in the process of a “redesign” to create more opportunities for success
for non-traditional learners. This restructuring represents an overall shift to a personalized
learning model that allows for individuation of student learning. Among the innovations under
consideration are (a) a system of “rolling enrollment,” which eliminates traditional semesters and
allows students to enroll in and complete a course at any time, instead of adhering to district
timelines; (b) an increase in self-paced, online instruction; (c) a focus on production, rather than
attendance, as a measure of course completion; (d) a more integrated blended-learning format
that incorporates a hybrid of technology, virtual learning and face-to-face instruction; and (e) a
shift in instructor roles to mentor-teacher roles. By nature, the flexibility of this program
requires an increased implementation of virtual education pedagogy.
To be able to attend AHS, students must be at least 16 years of age, have their own
transportation, and waive their rights to Special Education and ESL support services. Teen
parents may only have one child in daycare and must agree to refrain from having any more
children while enrolled at AHS. Because AHS is not a traditional school, it suffers from poor
community perception and as a result, it does not receive the support it needs from stakeholders.
It is classified as a special entity by its district, so people are confused about how it should be
categorized. Because it is a majority-minority school, serves non-traditional students, has a
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daycare facility, and offers flexible scheduling, many people think that it is a school for “bad”
kids. As a result, the school, the students, and the staff are often misjudged by members of the
community and other schools, the parents do not readily participate in curricular activities, and
we do not have much involvement from the community.
Typically, the issues for the students at AHS are specific to culturally diverse, alternative
education settings. These issues include lack of parental and/or community involvement,
linguistic differences between home and school, disparity between the cultural makeup of the
students and the staff, low socioeconomic status of students, and lower levels of available
cultural and social capital (Morales, 2016).
Both the social context and the physical site are important aspects of the research.
Sociocultural theory posits that there are several critical components of an environment that
promotes fluent literacy: a sense of community, culturally relevant resources, and collaborative
and interactive literacy opportunities (DeNicolo & Franquiz, 2006). The majority of my students
are on their last chance to earn a high school diploma before they give up because of age, family,
or financial issues. All of my students have been marginalized by society and may have been
failed, in some way, by the educational system that was supposed to help them. To further
exacerbate the issue of marginalization within the ELA curriculum, the vast majority of books in
the traditional, English literary canon offers very little diversity, leaving students with a dearth of
representation of themselves, their culture, or their experiences (Richter, 2000). Fortunately, my
position as the sole 10th grade Language Arts teacher at this location affords me the freedom to
explore varying curricula, resources, and instructional practices for the benefit of my students.
Therefore, AHS provides a research site that is rich with opportunities to gain insight into
perceptions about the types of literary content and instruction that do and do not engage students.
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Conceptual Framework
According to Ravitch and Riggan (2017), conceptual frameworks serve as the blueprint
that informs the “why” and “how” of research design, and at the inception of this design lies the
“researcher’s personal interests and goals, which in turn are shaped by the researcher’s identity
and positionality” (p. 30). Creswell (2014) further posited that each researcher approaches their
study with an individual set of beliefs that helps to shape their attitudes about the research.
These philosophical assumptions are based on the experiences, interests, and influences of the
researcher (p. 40). Ravitch and Riggan (2017) further posited that conceptual frameworks
explain why an issue is important and why the methods chosen to explore it are “appropriate and
rigorous” (p. 26). In preparing my research, Ravitch and Riggan’s (2017) “third view” of the
conceptual framework as a means of connecting all of the aspects of the research process most
resonated with my own view (p. 26). This first step of reflecting on and identifying my
positionality within the research served as the foundation of my study and informed my decision
making throughout the entire process.
I find myself drawn to issues of social justice and methods to equalize social inequities.
For this reason, the worldview that best fits my personal philosophy is social constructivism
rooted in critical race theory with transformative (advocacy/participatory) aspirations. Mack
(2010) posited that the critical paradigm adopted in the educational realm should serve to
challenge the status quo that perpetuates inequalities within that realm. Though rooted in the
area of law, critical race theory eventually evolved into a lens through which to examine racial
injustice outside of law (Yosso, 2005). Over the years, critical race theory has expanded from its
original White/Black binary positionality to address the intersectionality of multiple racialized
experiences, including sexism and classism (Yosso, 2005).
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The topic of engagement amongst multiply-marginalized students readily falls within my
social constructivism, critical race, transformative aspirational framework. This area of study
sought to examine how the use of literature within a culturally responsive and culturally
sustaining classroom might create opportunity for dialogue and social interaction between
diverse cultures, ultimately improving intercultural relationships. Ultimately, this worldview
informed both the approach and the methods that were used to conduct the research.
Certainly, my positionality as an African-American woman predisposes me to some
inherent biases. As a teacher who recognizes the power of literature to impact and transform
lives, I acknowledge and lament the dearth of varied, valued voices in the traditional canon. I
have recently been reflecting on my ability, and/or willingness, to completely step away from the
traditional resources and instruction that have informed so much of my instruction for the past
two decades. I have begun to question the traditional literary canon more rigorously and to
examine my complicity in propagating a standard that has historically excluded and/or
marginalized authors of color, female authors, and many “others.” Further, I disavow
Applebee’s (1989) assertion that these texts are representative of current cultural values, and this
study formally explored alternative literary options. Fortunately, I am in the enviable position of
having relative autonomy in my classroom, and I am now more determined than ever to adopt a
pedagogy that is more culturally sustaining (Paris, 2012 ) and social justice oriented (Hughes &
Berry, 2012), regardless of its inclusivity of the current canon.
I know, from experience, how the introduction of literature that speaks to the students can
increase interest and have a lasting impact on their lives; therefore, I am even more inspired to
provide a more multicultural experience for my students. Bonney and Sternberg (2016) posited
that intrinsically motivated students are more likely to be engaged with texts, and one of the best
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ways to engage students is to put texts in their hands with which they can relate and identify, and
from which they can learn. Khatib (2011) further noted that subsequent and insightful discourse
is one of the best ways to demonstrate that learning. Consequently, I am less concerned about
adhering to the canon, and more concerned about engaging and forming relationships with my
students, while helping them to form relationships with each other. My hope is that I can inspire
other educators to challenge the status quo in an effort to create relevant and rigorous learning
environments that foster authentic relationships with their students, so they can participate
responsibly in the world in which they live. Anecdotally, I knew the impact of culturally
sustaining texts, but I also wanted to know how research supports my theory.
The topical research on the issues of culturally responsive instruction strategies, student
engagement, culture, literature, and reading response in students is undergirded by the following
theoretical frameworks: Culturally Responsive Teaching, (CRT), the Reader Response theory
(RRT), and Student Engagement Core (SEC) model. Gay’s (2018) CRT pedagogy recognized
the importance of considering and utilizing students’ respective cultures when planning and
implementing instruction. Rosenblatt’s (1982) RRT posits that the act of reading is a transaction
that occurs between the text and the reader, and as such, the reader’s perspective plays an
integral role in the meaning of the text. Corso et al’s (2013) SEC model is a framework that
explains the relationship between content, teacher, students, and engagement.
The intersection of these topics and theories highlights the problem of the lack of student
engagement, particularly for students who have been marginalized within nontraditional school
settings. This study presupposed that the issue lies within the type of instruction presented to
these students and subsequently explored the inclusion of CRT practices that involved the use of
literature and RRT strategies to engage students.
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Methodology Overview
Qualitative research is most appropriate when interrogating issues related to experience,
perceptions, understandings, and interpretations, most often from the perspectives of the
participants. This method also attempts to bring meaning to observed phenomena by employing
a more exploratory and “humanistic” approach to research than its counterpart, quantitative
research (Hammarberg et al., 2016; McLeod, 2018). Merriam noted that while quantitative
research tends to dissect an experience, qualitative inquiry gathers data that represents the
holistic experiences of the participants (1998). These data are gathered with the use of
qualitative techniques such as interviews, discussions, and observations which are generally not
measurable, and therefore not able to be quantitatively assessed (Hammarberg et al, 2016).
According to Anderson (2010), “Complex educational situations demand complex
understanding; thus, the scope of educational research can be extended by the use of qualitative
methods” (p. 1).
Within qualitative study, there lies several different approaches to research. Narrative
research, phenomenological research, grounded theory, ethnography, and case studies are among
the most popular approaches to qualitative inquiry (Creswell, 2014). For this study, multicultural
narrative inquiry and case study provided a natural marriage of qualitative research methods.
Clandinin and Connelly (2000) posited that when it comes to research, narratives most closely
represent and simulate experiences, and further, that based on Dewey’s (1938) theory of
experience, narrative inquiry is fundamentally the study of life (Connelly et al., 2003). Narrative
inquiry, as a method of research, seeks to use subjects’ stories as data and/or to present data
findings in the form of narratives.
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Case studies are deemed particularly useful when a researcher wants to gain knowledge
about a particular individual or group, problem, program, event, activity, or process that is bound
by space and time and reported on with various data (Creswell, 2014). If successfully
implemented, information gained from case studies have the potential to shape future policies,
procedures, and/or research in education (Merriam, 1998). The instructional unit of this study
presented itself as a case, and the method of data collection and analysis organically lent itself to
a narrative structure.

Role of Researcher and Researcher Assumptions
Creswell (2007) posited that qualitative researchers must align themselves with five
philosophical assumptions when considering research. Three philosophical assumptions form
the basis of my worldview and thus the underpinnings of my approach to research: ontology,
epistemology, and axiology. Ontologically, I agree that our realities are based largely upon our
experiences and relationships with others (Creswell & Poth, 2012); therefore, I make every
attempt to engage with my students on a personal basis. Epistemologically, I realize that my
interactions with my students, and ultimately the methodology and interpretation of my research,
will be colored by my own experiences (Crotty, 1998). Axiologically, I realize that everyone has
their own set of values that they have come to as a result of their experiences, and that everyone
acts and interacts as a result of their negotiated values. I also realize that values are subjective
and that many conflicts occur because of a clash of values (Creswell & Poth, 2012). Underlying
these factors is my positioning on racial discrimination and how race, as well as other
sociocultural determiners, can be a marginalizing factor for many students. Consequently, my
goal as an educator is to inspire social awareness and social change, which falls under the
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transformative framework that seeks to emancipate marginalized members of society from unjust
societal constraints (Creswell & Poth, 2012).

Conclusion
Upon recognition of the flaws of the Ordinary World, the Hero realizes that the Status
Quo is no longer acceptable (Campbell, 2019). As an African American female who teaches in a
nontraditional high school with a majority-minority population, I can empathize with students
who have already had marginalizing experiences both inside and outside of their classroom
walls. The events of the summer of 2020, which included the worldwide civil protests and
renewed calls for racial equality, provided a glimmer of hope. However, the current assault on
truth-telling as it relates to the contextualization of race in history, culture, and society
demonstrates how far society still has to go in order to fulfill its claims of liberty and justice for
all.
Ultimately, the Hero decides to answer the call, knowing that there will be challenges,
trials, and setbacks along the way. I am fortunate that my school allows me the opportunity to
stand as an activist/advocate for my students; in doing so, I can teach them to advocate for
themselves. As I began my heroic journey, I sought to be more culturally responsive and
sustaining in my practice. I needed to not only be more inclusive in my literature choices, but
also in my instructional choices (Paris, 2012). I needed to intentionally seek intentionality. I
have a unique opportunity and responsibility to impact peoples’ lives, and I must be more
intentional about my purpose: to create responsible, civic-minded, global thinkers. Much like
Neo’s quest to spare humanity from the effects of The Matrix, this Educator-Researcher-Hero’s
quest is to spare already placed at-risk students from being further marginalized by monolithic
instructional practices.
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Review of Relevant Terms
Alternative/Nontraditional Education- Schools and programs that are committed to serving
students who have become unsuccessful at traditional schools and programs and are in need of
academic and/or behavioral intervention. These schools and programs offer a learning
experience that is different from traditional schools through alternative scheduling, instruction,
resources and/or assessments (Perzigian et al., 2017).
Blended Counseling- A system whereby counselors, administrators, teachers, and students
collaborate to create class schedules that are manageable and beneficial to students (M. Stern,
personal correspondence, March 28, 2017).
Blended/Hybrid Learning-A learning model that utilizes both face-to-face (F2F) and online
learning methods (Meyer, 2014).
Deficit-Model Thinking- The act of blaming socioeconomically disadvantaged and minority
children for being unsuccessful in schools rather than examining the factors that may be
contributing to their failure (Valencia, 2010).
Majority-Minority School- A school in which the percentage of non-White students surpasses
the percentage of White students (Craig et al., 2018).
Marginalized Students- Students who are “positioned outside of the norm” of society due to
racial, cultural, social, or economical differences (Anderson et al., 2017, pp. 106-107).
Multiply-Marginalized Students-Students who are marginalized by multiple factors.
Online/Virtual/Distance Learning- A mode of distance education and web-based learning, elearning, and online education (Meyer, 2014).
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Special Entity School-An alternative and complement to the traditional high school program
offering students opportunities to develop and demonstrate adult roles in society (“Identification
and reporting of schools,” 2004).
Stakeholder-Anyone with a vested interest in the welfare and success of a school and its
inhabitants, including students, faculty and staff, parents, community members and political
factions (The Glossary of Education Reform, 2014).

Organization of Study
The remaining chapters of this dissertation are organized as follows: Chapter Two
presents an overview of the literature that is available on the topics of multiply-marginalized
students, nontraditional and alternative education, culture, young adult literature (YAL),
multicultural literature, reader-response theory (RRT), student engagement, virtual engagement,
and culturally responsive teaching. Chapter Three presents the methodology and research design
used to explore the engagement of multiply-marginalized students within a nontraditional
learning setting when analyzing literature from a critical culture perspective. Chapter Four
reports the findings of the study based on the qualitative data collected and subsequently
analyzed. The Poetic Interlude offers an alternative look at student data. Chapter Five discusses
the findings of the study in light of the research questions, literature review, and conceptual
framework, addresses the resulting implications of the findings, and presents a set of conclusions
and future recommendations based on the findings of the research. These chapters are followed
by the references and appendices.
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CHAPTER 2 : LITERATURE REVIEW
Obi Wan: Luke, you’re going to find that many of the truths we cling to depend greatly on
our own point of view (Marquand, 2004).
Shortly after making the decision to accept the call, the Hero is introduced to their
mentor, a force that will inform, advise, and ultimately lead the Hero through their journey
(Campbell, 2019). The Mentor may appear in the flesh like Luke Skywalker's Obi Wan Kenobi
in Star Wars, Peter Parker's Uncle Ben in Spiderman, or Bilbo and Frodo Baggins' Gandalf in
The Hobbit and The Lord of the Rings, or they may only offer assistance from the spiritual realm,
like Simba’s meeting with the ghost of his father Mufasa in The Lion King or Hamlet’s nightly
meetings with his father’s specter. In whatever form they appear, their role is to lay the
foundation for the Hero’s journey by providing insight into the prevailing issue.
Many mentors within the field of education have offered insight into behavioral and
social cognitive theories about what stimulates interest and engages the desire to learn in
students. Skinner (1953) theorized that learning comes through rewards and punishments, while
Piaget (1970) focused on the cognitive stages of learning development, and Vygotsky (1962)
introduced the social aspects of learning by positing that learning is a collaborative process.
More recently, sociocultural factors have been recognized as determinants in the willingness of
students to engage with learning. Ladson-Billings (1995), Gay (2018), Paris (2012), and Emdin
(2017), amongst others, have exposed the importance of, minimally, incorporating culturally
relevant elements into existing curricula, and, optimally, utilizing students’ backgrounds as the
foundation for curricula that is culturally relevant, responsive, and sustaining in order to engage
students.
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Student disengagement has become increasingly recognized as a progenitor of many of
the ills that plague the modern-day education system: low academic achievement, student
boredom and apathy, disrespect for authority, and high dropout rates for minority and placed atrisk youth (Fredericks et al., 2004). In a more positive light, research also revealed that student
engagement is an antecedent for many positive educational outcomes like high academic
achievement, higher college attendance and graduation rates, as well as a higher incidence of
well-being and improved quality of life for both students and their teachers (Corso et al., 2013).
Research further revealed that while student engagement depends on a multitude of factors, a
good deal of what influences student engagement can be controlled by creating an educational
environment that is conducive to capturing student interest (Fredericks et al., 2004).
Research affirmed that student achievement increases when teachers validate cultural
differences in their students and further acknowledges that culturally responsive teaching
requires that students’ strengths be used to initiate learning (Piazza et al., 2015). Unfortunately,
school systems often systematically and systemically reproduce the social inequities that exist in
mainstream society (Pendergast et al, 2018), and teachers who fail to recognize and counter
practices that disenfranchise students, may unwittingly play a role in the multiple
marginalizations of the students.
Kibler and Chapman’s (2019) studies revealed that culturally responsive teaching
practices, founded in culturally responsive pedagogy, are most powerful when paired with
culturally relevant texts. Although Young Adult Literature (YAL), which caters to the interests
and needs of students has increasingly been inserted into ELA curricula, the majority of texts
assigned in secondary classrooms are still classics like Shakespeare’s Romeo and Juliet and
Homer’s The Odyssey (Ostenson & Wadham, 2012). Only presenting students with texts that are
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irrelevant to their lives and failing to equip them with the skills needed to critically examine texts
for their cultural merit in order to extract aesthetic and efferent value, threatens to create
uninterested and apathetic nonreaders out of capable readers (Ostenson &Wadham, 2012). I
posit that not only do classrooms need to include texts that are reflective of students’ diverse
backgrounds, but teachers must engage students through innovative and culturally responsive
strategies that allow students accessibility to all texts through their own cultural experiences.

Topical Research
Multiply-Marginalized Students
Research has revealed that when students are transitioning into secondary schools, they
are at their greatest risk for disengaging from their learning (Pendergast et al., 2018). During this
transitional period, many students experience vulnerability because of their “marginalized
identities” (p. 2). Pendergast et al (2018) argued that it is during this developmental period that
key identity, culture, and socioeconomic factors become more relevant, and the traditional, rigid
school systems are ill-equipped to deal with these shifts. Inflexibility in expectations,
instructional styles, and educational attitudes leave many adolescent students on the periphery of
their education during these formative years. In fact, many of the societal inequities that students
experience outside of schools are actually replicated within the school system (Pendergast et al.,
2018). For students who have been multiply marginalized by varying identification factors,
these disparities put them at a greater risk for becoming disengaged from their education and
dropping out of school.
Gorski (2018) asserted that schools have become adept at “social reproduction rather than
leveling” (p. 101). This reproduction of societal ills manifests itself in what is commonly
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referred to as an achievement gap. The achievement gap occurs when one group of students
significantly outperforms another group by various academic standards. This disparity is usually
between White and minority or otherwise marginalized students and is evident in standardized
test scores, grade point averages, graduation rates, and college admission data (Cowan-Pitre,
2014). Cowan and Pitre (2014) referred to this achievement gap as an “opportunity gap,” noting
that disparities in any social, environmental, or economic factors ultimately lead to a disparity in
opportunities to achieve (p. 212). For students who have been multiply marginalized by varying
identification factors, these disparities put them at a greater risk for becoming disengaged from
their education, dropping out of school, and further minimizing both opportunity and
achievement.
Minority children receive various messages about race and culture, many of them
negative. Winkler (2012) asserted, “Children actively develop their ideas about race and racism
by consciously and unconsciously sifting through, questioning, adopting, rejecting, internalizing,
reframing, and making meaning of racialized messages from a wide variety of sources” (p. 101).
Good or bad, teachers are among the most influential of sources. Hawley and Nieto (2010)
noted, “Race and ethnicity influence teaching in two significant ways: They affect how students
respond to instruction and curriculum, and they influence teachers’ assumptions about how
students learn and how much students are capable of learning” (p. 66). When teachers fail to
counteract the forces that diminish the identities of our students, we may unintentionally further
marginalize them.
Emdin (2020) noted the importance of recognizing the false dichotomy that has been
forced upon marginalized youth. He opined that many minority youth are trying to figure out
who they are at the same time that false perceptions are being thrust upon them. Emdin (2020)
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further posited that to be Black, poor, from an economically challenged background, and
academically talented challenges existing power hierarchies, thus promoting the idea that the
natural cultural expressions of these youth are thus, “non-academic,” leaving many of these
students to shun academia in order to “be themselves” (p. 953). These fallacious dichotomies,
fueled by false narratives contribute to the educational deficit, masked as the achievement gap,
which has resulted from the continued failure of institutionalized education to teach marginalized
children.
In reality, there are many more factors that contribute to educational shortfalls when it
comes to serving the most vulnerable student populations. In fact, students can be “othered” in
myriad ways, besides the more commonly studied racialized marginalization. Gorski (2018)
posited that economically marginalized students are more likely to be victims of bullying, and
they are far more likely to experience “pedagogical disparities” (p.113), such as less experienced
teachers, a “null or omitted curriculum” (p. 110) that excludes stories of marginalized students,
technological inequities, and fewer opportunities for parental involvement. The hard truth is that
marginalized families, particularly Black and immigrant Hispanic, face more obstacles to being
active participants in their children’s education than their White counterparts. Issues such as
time, transportation, financial limitations, lack of childcare for other children, and job
inflexibility plague minority and low socioeconomic families at a higher rate than traditionally
represented families (Vega et al., 2015). Gorski (2018) argued that both the education system
and society, at large, operate from a “deficit ideology,” the idea that families who are
economically challenged are “intellectually, morally, or spiritually” challenged, as well (p.118).
Gender and sexual identity issues may also play a role in the further marginalization of
students. Unwritten policies that ascribe to what Frawley (2005) referred to as the “hidden
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curriculum” that impose gender stereotyping that “can be categorized into three areas:
teacher/student interaction, communication/instruction styles, and curriculum/instructional
materials” can be discouraging and a disservice to both genders (p. 223). In addition, students
who experience bullying because of their sexual identity may experience increased
marginalization leading to lower self-esteem and alienation from school activities, thus
increasing disengagement, absenteeism, and the likelihood of dropping out of school (McGregor
& Mills, 2011).
Unfortunately, educational leaders often fall short in addressing the social, cultural, and
instructional needs of these students who have been placed at-risk of underachievement
(Pendergast et al, 2018). Nonresponsive approaches to these needs often lead to further
marginalization of these vulnerable groups. For these sometimes multiply-marginalized
students, nontraditional and alternative methods of education may be more effective.

Nontraditional and Alternative Education Programs
Many of the disparities created by traditional education practices have been mitigated by
the implementation of nontraditional and alternative education programs and institutions.
Coppus’ (2019) use of the terms nontraditional and alternative education interchangeably
informed my synonymous usage of the two terms. “Alternative education, also known as nontraditional education, is based on philosophies, school structures, and teaching methodologies
that focus on the development of an individual learner instead of on the economic needs and
social norms of the public collective” (Coppus, 2019, p.2). Duke and Tenuto (2020) asserted,
“Advancing students’ academic well-being and personal well-being are part of the culture in
student-centered alternative schools, ensuring the best possible learning experience for all
students'' (p. 27). Since their inception in the 1960s, a variety of alternative education programs
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have been established to either support or replace traditional school environments nationwide.
The nontraditional and alternative educational model presupposes that under the appropriate
instructional circumstances, all individuals, regardless of their sociocultural identity can learn
and become a contributing member of society (Coppus, 2019). While some critics argue that by
their very nature, these programs can further marginalize students, when implemented correctly,
they can help to offset some of the factors that may hinder disenfranchised students within
traditional education settings (McGregor & Mills, 2011).
Nontraditional and alternative education programs can vary in type from “individualized
learning labs, schools within schools, online schools to charter schools, and private learning
centers,” and by the 2007-2008 school year, 67% of American schools had incorporated some
sort of alternative options (Duke & Tenuto, 2020, p. 24). The clientele for alternative schools is
typically students who are in danger of failing and/or dropping out of a traditional school as
indicated by failing grades, truancy, behavioral issues, attendance issues, pregnancy, and/or a
variety of social and/or environmental factors that affect their ability to be academically and/or
socially successful (Duke & Tenuto, 2020).
Research has found that one of the most daunting tasks associated with running a
successful alternative school is the navigation between the policies and practices that govern
traditional schools and the consideration that must be taken to meet the needs of students
considered to be at risk (Duke & Tenuto, 2020). Wrigley et al. (2012) noted the difficulty of
attempting to “work within and against the grain of policy simultaneously” (p. 4). Fortunately,
alternative education is able to utilize “flexible, innovative approaches to curriculum and
pedagogy, as well as a diverse range of philosophical traditions, democratic schooling, and
student voice” (Riddle & Cleaver, 2017, p. 499). Personal attention to students’ needs can serve
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to counter the alienation sometimes experienced within traditional school environments (Amitay
& Rahav, 2018).
The most progressive administrations recognize the need to “engage students in
challenging learning tasks within caring environments'' to achieve the greatest success (Duke &
Tenuto, 2020, p. 27). Amitay and Rahav (2018) posited that successful alternative education
programs needed to include personalized instruction and pedagogical strategies that are designed
to meet the distinctive academic and socioemotional needs of at-risk learners. Best teaching
practices demand that teachers find ways to engage personal interests and abilities in order to
maximize learning. Duke and Tenuto’s (2020) research further found that creating and
maintaining “a culture of high standards” and “exploring and implementing innovative practices
for teaching and learning” among the most significant themes for alternative education
leadership (p. 31). It is reasonable to assert that in order to achieve the highest possible
outcomes within alternative school settings, students need to feel that they are a part of a
nurturing, responsive community that leverages innovative and personalized approaches to
instruction that invites collaboration and support from both faculty and peers. Consequently, a
nontraditional pedagogy that resonates with the personalized and autonomous nature of
successful alternative education demands the co-creation of a curriculum that aligns with
students’ own dispositions and experiences, rather than catering to social norms and expectations
(Hadar et al., 2018).

Culture
Simply put, culture can be defined as “shared ways of being, knowing, and doing”
(Kana’iaupuni & Kawai’ae’a, 2008, p. 71). Educators everywhere are questioning the situation
of culture in classroom practices and advocating that instruction be “deeply rooted in the culture
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of those marginalized by the machine of schooling and academia” (Emdin, 2017, p. 482).
Proponents of culture-based education assert that teaching and learning from a perspective that
is grounded in a global worldview is imperative for 21st century students (Kana’iaupuni &
Kawai’ae’a, 2008). In fact, teachers may be asking too much of students by expecting them to
care about material that does not relate, represent, or reflect their cultural identities or
experiences (Kelly, 2013). Consequently, many students find themselves on the margins of their
own education, rather than being fully invested participants. Predicated on Pewewardy’s (1993)
research, Ladson-Billings (1995) asserted that much of the problem stemmed from the fact that
“educators traditionally have attempted to insert culture into the education, instead of inserting
education into the culture” (p. 159). Emdin (2017) further posited, “Over the last two decades,
arguments for placing the culture of young people at the center of teaching and learning have
become more vocal and visible than ever before” (p. 482).
Cultural capital refers to the collective knowledge attributed to a group of people that is
gained through interactions with family, culture, and the environment, rather than formal
education. Bourdieu and Passeron’s cultural capital theory (CCT), which emerged in the 1960s,
examined the relationship between one’s cultural assets and one’s educational outcomes
(Angerame, 2019). How students are acculturated to education strongly influences their
perceptions about education. Cultures that value education tend to produce members who value
education, and the converse is true, as well (Angerame, 2019). In fact, Angerame (2019) posited
that cultural capital is a primary factor in school success.
Unfortunately, when only dominant cultures are valued within a system, minority
cultures can be further marginalized, and students can become disengaged. CCT posits that the
wealthy decide the hierarchy of cultural value, placing those of the poor at the bottom.
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Historically, literature is composed by the dominant, upper classes who both inflate their own
values and deflate those of minorities (Angerame, 2019). In academic settings, students are
taught to revere the dominant culture and reject the minority culture, which is often their own
(Angerame, 2019). However, culturally relevant and culturally sustaining theorists suggested
that teachers leverage students’ cultures to maximize the educational impact (Ladson-Billings,
1995; Paris, 2012; Gay, 2018).
In order to accrue cultural capital, Emdin (2017) suggested acknowledgement of the
different forms of cultural expression as assets, rather than deficiencies of teaching and learning.
Teachers would build curriculum on the “values, norms, knowledge, beliefs, practices,
experiences, places, and language that are the foundation of a culture” (Kana’iaupuni &
Kawai’ae’a, 2008, p. 71). Instead, schools are notorious for assigning hierarchical values to
cultures, almost exclusively placing dominant, Eurocentric cultures as the gold standard to which
all should aspire (Olneck, 2000). By their very nature, standardized curricula and assessments
tend to focus on traditional and mainstream measures of achievement while excluding other
markers of intelligence like resiliency, critical thinking, and oral persuasion (Labelle, 2011), in
essence stifling cultural diversity in students.
Educative research has acknowledged that often, issues of equity are sidelined in the face
of standardization (T. Berry, personal communication, July 3, 2019). Teachers must create
curriculum and utilize resources that are inclusive of the marginalized identities of students in
order to counter the existing master narratives. Acceptance of these new literacies opens
teachers to new knowledge of their students and moves students towards acceptance of academic
content (Emdin, 2017). Indeed, ill-conceived notions about minority communities and
troublesome perceptions of cultural expressions of the youths of these communities by dominant
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cultures is cause for alarm in education circles (Emdin, 2020). In fact, failure to acknowledge
the intrinsic value in using these expressions to access learning reveals, not an interest in sharing
knowledge, but in “maintain[ing] hierarchies” (Emdin, 2020, p. 957). This abdication of inflated
cultural identity of dominant cultures and of the subsequent assimilation by primarily
marginalized youth, can yield an improved perception and treatment of marginalized cultures by
society and the education community that has so far labored under this deficit model (Emdin,
2020).
Emdin (2017) argued that some educators suffer from cultural agnosia, a syndrome that
disallows one from recognizing any culture other than one’s own and is further exacerbated by a
failure to acknowledge diverse forms of accomplishment and/or expression other than from one’s
own culture (p. 483). Similar to the gentrification efforts of “urban pioneers or visionaries” who
lay claim to “discovered” neighborhoods that have existed for generations, only to gut and renew
them, with no emotional investment, cultural agnosia threatens to gut the cultures of
marginalized cultures under the guise of renovation (Emdin, 2017, p. 483). Unfortunately, this
condition may be masked in good intentions, but seeded from the proliferation of deficit views.
Kelly (2013) asserted that American students spend much of their academic careers
immersed in the culture of White America, creating a “myopic” view of other cultures (p.53).
Such deficits in diverse and global instruction exacerbates the gaps that exist between cultures.
Emdin (2017) posited that rather than focusing on the achievement gaps of marginalized youth,
educational stakeholders should focus on the failures of educational institutions to fully
understand and maximize the complex capital that diverse cultures offer. In other words, the
deficit lies within the institutions, and not the students.
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One of the greatest challenges that stands in the way of this goal is the failure of teachers
to recognize their own biases when teaching children of differing cultures (Weinstein et al.,
2004). Abington-Pitre (2015) suggested employing a two-step approach for preparing educators
to educate the new majority, beginning with self-awareness. Once teachers are cognizant of our
own cultures, beliefs, and biases, we will be able to respond appropriately to others. Selfawareness should increase our awareness of others’ cultures and the connections we share
(Abington-Pitre, 2015). Only then will teachers be ready and worthy to face the task of
educating the new majority.

Young Adult Literature (YAL)
The current literary canon consists of texts that are valued for their “overall literary
quality, lasting significance, and distinctive style that is worth of study” (Rybakova & Roccanti,
2016, p. 32); however, some researchers countered that the irrelevant situations found in some
classical literature are actually dissuading proficient readers and creating adults who are
indifferent to literature and literacy (Ostenson & Wadham, 2012). On the other hand, research
has revealed that frequent reading of a variety of fiction and nonfiction texts has a profound
effect on both reading achievement and interest in further reading and that student motivation
and engagement are crucial for the achievement of positive learning outcomes (Bean et al., 1999;
Corso et al., 2013). By definition, Young Adult Literature (YAL) reflects the issues and
conflicts that are most relevant to young adults. Consequently, one of the primary goals for the
use of YAL in language arts classrooms is to develop strong literacy skills and an appreciation
for literature that will follow students into their adult lives (Ostenson &Wadham, 2012).
A major benefit of utilizing YAL is the increased engagement in students by catering to
their interests (Silva & Savitz, 2019). Students tend to be more engaged when they make
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connections to characters and themes in literature and when they are presented with resources
that reflect and value them, their surroundings, and their experiences (Ostenson & Wadham,
2012; Ford, et al., 2019). Research also supports both Brauer and Clark (2008) and Alvermann’s
(2011) views that literature should be used as a lens through which students analyze and evaluate
the social, political, and economic mores and then bring their collective knowledge to a forum in
which they can collaborate in order to participate and contribute to the culture.
Rosenblatt (1995) posited that readers must be able to connect with something familiar in
literature, or risk complete alienation from the text (Ostenson & Wadham, 2012). Rosenblatt’s
(1969) Reader Response Theory (RRT), also known as Transactional Theory, posited that the
relationship between reader and text is a mutual, “transactional” one in which the reader is as
fundamental as the text (Davis, 1992, p. 72). In implementing RRT, the entire context of the
readers, including their experiences, their cognitive ability, their cultures, and their histories, are
considered (Davis, 1992). Building on Rosenblatt (1995), Mart (2019) posited, “For her
[Rosenblatt], meaning is constructed through a transaction between the reader and the text and
throughout the transaction: learners bridge the gaps in the text [by] employing their previous
knowledge and disposition (Iser, 1972a) as well as their interpretation of the text (Fish, 1980)”
(p. 79). According to Mart (2019), “ the text activates the reader’s early experiences concerning
his/her experiences with literature and with his/her life; guides for the selection, rejection and
order of what comes forth; and regulates what should be brought to the reader’s attention” (p.81).
In this regard, the meanings made by the reader reflect the reader as much as the text (Mart,
2019). This conflation of reader and text results in the reader taking some action as a result of
the text, in essence making the reader a co-creator of the text with the author (Iser, 1972; Fish
1980).
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Scholars of young adult literature noted, among other factors, the diversity of authors and
the complex problems that require critical thinking and foster “positive identity growth,” as
justification for the use of YAL in classrooms (Rybakova & Roccanti, 2016; Alsup, 2010, p. 4).
Teachers can use YAL with inquiry-based learning to encourage discourse about race, culture,
gender and sexual identity, representation of minorities, and a host of other sociocultural issues
(Silva &Savitz, 2019). Additionally, YAL offers teachers resources to scaffold reading skills by
allowing readers to grow from easily accessible texts to more complicated texts and to create
connections between curricular content (Rybakova & Roccanti, 2016; Silva & Savitz, 2019).
The Common Core State Standards named “developing independent readers who can interpret
complex texts on their own” as one of the most important benefits of utilizing YAL in literature
classrooms (Ostenson & Wadham, 2012, p. 11). Therefore, despite robust censorship and
criticism from traditionalists, YAL is often featured prominently in ELA classrooms as either
stand alone or companion texts.

Multicultural Literature
According to the 2010 US Census, of the 74.2 million children under the age of eighteen,
nearly half are of color and/or Native American (Hughes-Hassell, 2013). Studies further
revealed that more than 20 percent of American children are either immigrants or children of
immigrants and predict that there will soon be no majority race or ethnicity in the United States
(Hughes-Hassell, 2013). With only 8.8 percent of the books that were reported published in the
United States in 2011 being multicultural, obviously this trend does not reflect America’s
changing demographic ( Hughes-Hassell, 2013).
The need for multicultural literature was first illuminated in Nancy Larrick’s 1965 article,
“The All-White World of Children’s Books” (Hughes-Hassell, 2013). In the study, Larrick

ADOPTING A CRITICAL CULTURE STANCE TOWARDS LITERATURE

40

noted that the omission of diverse literature had two main consequences: non-White children
were learning to read and understand America in a way that excluded them, and White children
were learning that they were all-important (Hughes-Hassell, 2013). The study further noted that
chances were slim for developing “world cooperation...as long as children are brought up on
gentle doses of racism through their books” (Larrick, 1965, p. 63). Decades later, YAL author
Walter Dean Myer’s (2014) New York Times opinion piece asked, “Where are the people of color
in children’s books?” Some education researchers argue that the dearth of representation of
Black and other minority cultures in literature is one of the most immanent educational issues in
the United States (Sciurba, 2017). Multicultural literature helps individuals from minority
cultures to gain new knowledge and appreciation about their own heritage, as well as individuals
from dominant cultures to better understand cultures other than their own (Gilton, 2011).
Larrick’s study, along with the burgeoning Civil Rights Movement, the Library and School
Construction Act, the War on Poverty, and the efforts of the Council on Interracial Books for
Children (CIBC) led to the increase in the publishing of multicultural literature for young adults
(Gilton, 2011).
Literature is a vehicle for self-awareness and cultural interrelatedness in students, and
multicultural literature broadens this perspective by including viewpoints of traditionally
marginalized groups (Landt, 2006). Bishop (1997) further proposed that multicultural literature
that “reflect[s] the racial, ethnic, and social diversity that is characteristic of our pluralistic
society and the world” (p. 21) should be an inherent part of the ELA canon and curriculum.
Educators miss out on opportunities to break down power structures and further a culturally
sustaining agenda by only addressing these texts in an auxiliary fashion, and as a result, students
may actually be harmed by exposure to deficit-model tactics that further marginalize their
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positionalities (Loutzenheiser & MacIntosh, 2004). Kibler and Chapman (2018) argued that the
focus must be on “leveraging students’ strengths, experiences, languages, and culture rather than
perpetuating subtractive schooling practices” by “using culturally relevant texts, or texts that
align with students’ backgrounds and experiences” (p. 741). Unfortunately, the lack of diversity
and inaccessibility to multicultural literature can preclude the opportunity for textual intercourse.
Literature is a valuable tool within the ELA classroom. Literature can be used to initiate
discussions, contextualize current events, validate emotions, highlight commonalities in human
experiences, explore different perspectives, and ultimately expand worldviews. Ultimately,
literature can expose students to cultures and viewpoints that they would otherwise never
encounter; therefore, educators must be aware of how we position the texts used in the
classroom. Brauer and Clark (2008) argued that there are four dominant manners of positioning
texts: sacred, predatory, windows, or culture, and that in order to gain full understanding of texts
and how they inhabit, inform, and shape the world, we must indeed approach them as culture,
and then students become “ethnographers” who observe and comment on people and cultural
implications of studied texts. Exposure to differing viewpoints from different cultures is
necessary to develop worldview perspectives in young adults. Likewise, students can become
more empathetic to social injustices that exist outside of their own cultures. Landt (2006)
asserted “When students reading about diverse cultures discover similarities with their own, they
begin to look beyond the differences and take a step toward appreciating the cultural
connectedness of all humanity” (p. 692). It is this type of worldview that will best serve 21st
century students in a culturally evolving society.
In the right context, literature can be transformative, but before it can transform the
reader, it must reflect the reader; therefore, in order to avoid further marginalization of students,
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teachers should consider the following characteristics when selecting multicultural literature: an
accurate portrayal of the culture, diversity displayed within the culture, authentic dialogue,
realistic social issues, and self-efficacious minority characters (Landt, 2006). Hughes-Hassell
(2013) noted, “Culturally relevant literature allows teens to establish a personal connection with
characters, increasing the likelihood that reading will become an appealing activity, ” and
further, that readers need to be able to identify with their own culture in order to appreciate the
diversity both within and across other cultures (p. 214). Ford et al. (2019) acknowledged the
need for books that reflect the reader and their “experiences as part of the larger human
experience” (p. 53). These so-called “mirror books” encourage a sense of pride about one’s
heritage, and promote “self-efficacy, motivation, and coping strategies” to deal with challenges
associated with culturally insensitive spaces (Ford, et. al., 2019, p. 53). Bishop’s (1990) seminal
work argued,
Books are sometimes windows, offering views of worlds that may be real or imagined,
familiar or strange. These windows are also sliding glass doors, and readers have only to
walk through in imagination to become part of whatever world has been created or
recreated by the author. When lighting conditions are just right, however, a window can
also be a mirror. Literature transforms human experience and reflects it back to us, and
in that reflection we can see our own lives and experiences as part of the larger human
experience. (p. 1)
Conversely, when children find representations of themselves in literature either absent or
“distorted, negative, or laughable,” they are taught a different kind of lesson about how society
values or devalues them and may be consequently turned off by literature (Bishop, 1990, p.1). In
fact, overuse of the current Western canon and its monolithic perspective threatens to alienate
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even the savviest of readers, not to mention those who may be in danger of disengaging.
Research indicated that intrinsically motivated students are more likely to be engaged with texts
(Bonney & Sternberg, 2016), and one of the best ways to engage students is to put texts in their
hands with which they can relate and identify, and from which they can learn. Author Sharon
Flake posited that in order to get black boys to read, we must give them literature that reminds
them from whence they came (Hughes-Hassell, 2013). By engaging with characters who share
similar backgrounds, students can gain confidence in their own abilities to face similar
difficulties (Hughes-Hassell, 2013).
Hughes-Hassell recognized multicultural literature as an opportunity to acknowledge and
validate the counternarrative to the “single story” that exists in mainstream literature (2013).
“Counter-storytelling” is a way to tell the stories of otherwise marginalized cultures (p. 214).
Multicultural literature allows for the stories of African Americans, women, gays, and poor
people to be shared in order to debunk the myths that permeate society, resulting in a shift of
sociocultural power (Hughes-Hassell, 2013). By sharing their stories, marginalized people can
heal from historic oppression, find support from other marginalized groups, free themselves from
guilt about their positions, and add to the growing canon of counterstories (Hughes-Hassell,
2013). Similarly, teens who engage in counter-storytelling can tell their previously unheard
stories, challenge the narrative of the dominant culture, share the complexities of their cultures,
and challenge readers who have been deceived by the single story (Hughes-Hassell, 2013).
Teenagers who engage with multicultural literature empower themselves, and others, to push
back against the master narratives that have oppressed them and create their own stories.
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Theoretical Frameworks
Student Engagement
Establishing a consistent definition of student engagement has been a daunting task;
however, researchers and stakeholders have come to a general consensus about the three domains
of student engagement. Fredericks et al. (2004) posited that engagement must be considered as a
“multifaceted construct” that encompasses behavioral, emotional, and cognitive domains (p.59).
Behavioral engagement is most often defined by positive conduct, involvement in learning tasks
that include asking questions, paying attention, etc., and participation in curricular and cocurricular activities (Fredericks et al. (2004). Emotional engagement references students’
feelings and attitudes in the classroom and addresses affective reactions such as anxiety,
boredom, joy, etc. (Fredericks et al., 2004). Cognitive engagement addresses “investment in
learning” and “self-regulation” (Fredericks et al., 2004, p. 63).
Researchers agreed that engagement is contingent upon a confluence of factors, including
“family, community, culture, and educational context” (Fredericks et al., 2004, p. 73). The first
three factors are often outside of the influence of school, so a great deal of educational research
has been, and is currently, focused on that which is within the control of the school. Factors
related to the physical school environment, such as small school size, as well as operational
factors like significant collaboration between the staff and the students were all noted as
characteristics that improved student engagement (Fredericks et al., 2004). Within the
classrooms, there are many factors that contribute to a student’s level of engagement. City et al.
(2009) posited that the three most significant elements of student engagement: the student,
student interaction with others, and student interaction with the material are at the crux of student
engagement.
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Every person possesses character traits that are inherent to their overall personality, and
students are no different. The needs of the individual student play a role in the amount of
engagement experienced. Researchers labeled these needs as relatedness, autonomy, and
competence (Fredericks et al., 2004). Students are also expected to be more engaged in settings
where students feel accepted by their teacher and peers. They need to feel that they have
ownership and a vested interest in the assigned task. Finally, students need to feel that they
possess the ability and resources to complete the task (Fredericks et al., 2004). Character traits
like persistence, self-discipline, and a willingness to work with others are all factors that will
ultimately affect student engagement, regardless of other factors, but they often “will reveal
themselves in reaction to the subject area, teacher, and other students in the class” (Corso et al,
2013, p. 53). For example, students who are naturally inquisitive may be more or less engaged
in class, depending on the academic content and/or the support or lack of support from their
teachers and peers.
Student interactions are another important component of student engagement (Corso et al,
2013). The circle of influence within the classroom includes both teachers and peers; however,
teacher support ranked highly as an influencer of all three types of engagement (Fredericks et al.,
2004). Peer relationships, both positive and negative, have also been “associated with
satisfaction in school, which is an aspect of emotional engagement, and socially appropriate
behavior and academic effort, which are aspects of behavioral engagement” (Fredericks et al.,
p.76). Weinstein, et al. (2004) further noted that students influence the classrooms as much as
they are influenced, so it is in everyone’s best interest to create an environment of cooperation
and mutual respect. Support from peers and feelings of academic competence both contribute to

ADOPTING A CRITICAL CULTURE STANCE TOWARDS LITERATURE

46

student engagement (Corso et al, 2013); while negative peer group influence can also cause
disengagement in minority youth (Fredericks et al., 2004).
Corso et al (2013) noted that the confluence of teacher and peer relationships in which
there is mutual respect between the teacher and the students and amongst peers, as well as
support and collaboration “contributes more generally to a positive classroom learning
environment” (p. 54). Teachers can lead this process by fostering “caring and nurturing
relationships with students, grounded in cooperation, collaboration, and reciprocity rather than
the current teacher controlling-student compliance patterns” (Sheets & Gay, 1996, p. 92).
Research also showed a correlation between classroom structure and engagement. When
classrooms were well-managed and teachers were clear about rules, instruction, expectations,
and consequences, students’ behavioral engagement increased (Fredericks et al., 2004). Some
research suggests autonomy as an antecedent for engagement, meaning that the more choice and
onus afforded students, the greater their levels of engagement; however, this same research
recognized some shortcomings in the research as related to lack of diversity in participants and
failure to address different developmental stages (Fredericks et al., 2004).
Academic task characteristics also play a role in student engagement. Research
suggested that student engagement increases in circumstances where assignments are authentic,
allow for student ownership, foster collaboration, encourage diversity in instruction and
assessment, and are enjoyable (Fredericks et al., 2004). Corso et al argued that in order to be
engaged, students must feel competent in the content area, and they must see relevance in the
content; this is especially true as students advance to higher levels of education, when they are
more likely to assign value to different classes (2013). Corso et al (2013) further assigned three
categories of content relevance: content that relates to students’ current interests, content that
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relates to students’ future goals, and content that relates to students’ identities. Studies of
context and engagement that include data on scholastic achievement demonstrate “authentic and
challenging tasks are associated with higher behavioral, emotional, and cognitive engagement”
(Fredericks et. al., 2004, p. 79). Corso et al (2013) noted that a “virtuous circle” of competence,
confidence, interest, engagement, and achievement is created when students connect with the
right academic content. While much of this research takes place during observation of
instructional reforms in middle and high schools, much is still to be learned about the “impact of
task characteristics on engagement across age, socioeconomic status, and race” (Fredericks et al.,
2004, p. 79).
The overlap of student perceptions, student relationships, and academic content conflate
to constitute what Corso et al. (2013) deemed the Student Engagement Core (SEC) model.
Based on City et al.’s (2009) instructional core model, the SEC model recognizes the confluence
of the elements of classroom interactions on student engagement as the “four basic
intersections:[of ] student-teacher, student-content, teacher-content, and (at the center) studentteacher-content” (Corso et al, 2013, p. 55). Within these interactions, the student-content
connection was most connected to this research focus.
McLaughlin et al (2005) noted that at the most basic level, learning is a transaction
between the learner and the content, and actual learning occurs when the learner cognitively
engages with the knowledge of the subject matter. They further deconstructed the subject matter
into four crucial elements: subject matter content level, occasion for processing, physiological
readiness, and motivation (Mclaughlin et al, 2005). Within this framework of Student Content
Engagement (SCE), the focus is placed squarely on the learner and the content. Content is
described as “all the stimuli faced by the student during a learning event,” including the subject
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matter to be learned and the instructional context of the subject matter, including the
instructional activities and the teacher and peer input (McLaughlin et al, 2005, p. 4). In this
context, engagement refers to the type of “cognitive interaction between the student and
instructional content” (McLaughlin et al, 2005, p. 4). While McLaughlin et al (2005) argued that
student engagement is necessary for learning, it is important to note that one is not synonymous
with the other; therefore, it is reasonable to assume that the more a student is engaged with the
content, the more learning is occurring.
To further this position, Corso et al. (2013) suggested that the connection between
students, their identity, and their goals creates the greatest opportunity for increased engagement.
According to McLaughlin et al. (2005), in order to be effective, instructional content must match
the students’ physiological needs, prior knowledge, and motivations in order to allow them to
process, and subsequently, learn the content. Research confirmed that students that are able to
connect new material to personal experiences attain longer, stronger associations identified with
learning than students who have no activated prior knowledge (McLaughlin et al., 2005).
As the educational landscape shifts to accommodate globalization of information, virtual
learning has become essential to establishing and maintaining the four intersections of student
engagement. Increasingly, online learning has been widely accepted as a means to expand
educational opportunity and accessibility (Meyer, 2014). The spring 2020 shutdown of school
buildings due to the Covid-19 pandemic illustrated the need for educators to be able to deliver
curriculum in multiple modalities. Within this “new normal” many teachers struggle to find
ways to deliver virtual content in ways that are effective, relevant, and, most importantly to this
study, engaging. In fact, some research asserted that achieving student engagement in virtual
settings may be more important than in face-to face (F2F) settings because there may be more

ADOPTING A CRITICAL CULTURE STANCE TOWARDS LITERATURE

49

distractions and fewer avenues to engagement when students are not in the classroom (Meyer,
2014). As the educational winds blow ever more steadily towards online and blended-learning
models, increasing student engagement may be essential to the successful integration of online
learning into institutionalized education (Meyer, 2014).
Vygotsky (1962) emphasized the importance of students being active participants in their
learning, and other theorists noted that ownership of learning is key to engagement (Adams,
2017; Fredericks et al., 2004). Both Bruner (1996) and Kolb (1984) touted the benefits of a
“recursive” process that encourages self-regulation, another recognized factor in student
engagement (Adams, 2017, p. 95; Fredericks et al., 2004). Bloom’s Affective Domain
Taxonomy recognized that higher levels of engagement involve the placement of value on both
the information and the learning experience, and Maslow (1954) placed the growth needs that
encompass the aspects of engagement, such as confidence, achievement, and the ability to
problem solve, at the top of the hierarchy of needs (Adams, 2017). Though varied in focus, these
foundational theories for knowledge development all recognized the importance of engagement
in student learning, as well as the need for these theories to align with both face-to-face and
virtual instruction.
Findings from the National Survey of Student Engagement (NSSE) pinpointed five
academic domains for learning engagement: academic challenge, supportive campus setting,
enriching learning experiences, student-faculty relationships, and interactive learning (Buelow et
al., 2018). While several of these factors are difficult to accomplish in a strictly online setting,
Dixson (2010) determined that incorporating various avenues of communication and interaction
between students and between students and teachers, in the form of discussion boards and
interactive web sites, yielded the highest levels of engagement (Buelow et al., 2018). Because
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student engagement is considered an essential component for student satisfaction and successful
completion of curriculum, it is imperative that educators consider these factors in the planning
and implementation of virtual instruction.
The current global conditions highlight the necessity of nontraditional methods to be
employed in order to meet the evolving needs of 21st century students; consequently, online
learning has been widely accepted as a means to expand educational opportunity and
accessibility (Meyer, 2014). This confluence of factors on student engagement directly supports
the importance of utilizing Culturally Responsive Education (CRE), in nontraditional and
alternative methods, when working with students, particularly students who have been multiply
marginalized.

Multicultural Education
After the Civil Rights Movement, African Americans demanded that their histories and
experiences be reflected in the academic setting (Banks, 2013). However, as Banks said, “Most
frequently, ethnic content remained separate and distinct from the mainstream curriculum”
(2013). These fledgling programs were further plagued with issues because they were founded
under the premises of “geneticism” and the “cultural deprivation paradigm” which posits that
genetic characteristics and social shortcomings cause the academic deficits, and the schools are
the cure (Banks, 2013). As a result, students from cultures outside of the mainstream were still
not able to view themselves as an integral part of the greater American culture and, to add insult
to injury, the content focused solely on the “safe heroes” (Banks, 2013). Shortly thereafter, other
groups that were marginalized in academia demanded that their stories be told in order to
“include areas of gender, exceptionality and social class” (Banks, 2013, p. 76). Consequently,
the Black studies movement evolved into multiethnic education and eventually multicultural
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education “which was the most inclusive term” (Mosaic Nation, 2011). In short, multicultural
education includes wide ranging ideas, rationales, practices, and conversations that seek to
counter the Eurocentric dominance of American schooling (Olneck, 2000).

Culturally Relevant/Responsive Pedagogy
Ladson-Billings’ (1995) research asserted that culturally relevant teaching (CRT) is
simply “good teaching,” but questioned why this “good teaching” was lacking in so many
American classrooms (p. 159). She concluded, along with Pewewardy (1993) that much of the
problem stemmed from the fact that “educators traditionally have attempted to insert culture into
the education, instead of inserting education into the culture” (Ladson-Billings, 1995, p. 159).
Often educators miss many opportunities to engage culturally diverse students. Sleeter noted the
propensity for educators to treat culturally responsive pedagogy as “cultural celebration” which
segregates culture from academic instruction, a practice that marginalizes culture, rather than
embraces it (2011, p. 12). Sleeter further identified a distinct disconnect between cultural
pedagogy and high academic learning, indicating that teachers needed to be trained on
incorporating culturally responsive strategies, rather than being left to their own devices and
biases to interpret the meaning (Sleeter, 2011).
One of the greatest challenges that stands in the way of this goal is the failure of teachers
to recognize their own biases when teaching children of differing cultures (Weinstein et al.,
2004). Emdin (2017) posited that failure to see value in other cultures and to the need to feel
superior to other cultures are what most hinders transformative education. Weinstein, et al.
(2004), noted that White, European American teachers were “unaware of their own racial
identities or the pervasiveness of Whiteness” and as a result considered their views to be “neutral
and universal” (p. 29). Emdin (2017) asserted that these “untroubled and dangerous beliefs
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about their racial and cultural superiority over their students” renders them ineffective as
educators (Emdin, 2017, p. 486). If this is so, then teachers must make an extra effort towards
self-examination to eschew cultural bias. Teachers can initiate these efforts by conducting a selfexamination in order to discover any cultural bias that might affect their instructional decisions.
Once areas of cultural bias have been identified, teachers must be able to monitor and, if
necessary, change any behavior and practices to ensure the equitable treatment of students.
Weinstein, et al. (2010) warn that this may be an uncomfortable process that requires educators
to adjust the lens through which classroom management is viewed. An equally challenging goal
would be the willingness to employ “culturally appropriate classroom management strategies” in
order to create “caring classroom communities” that counter any existing biases (Weinstein, et
al., 2004, p. 27).
Emdin (2017) boldly proclaimed, “You cannot care about young people and hold
perverse notions of inferiority at your core” (p. 485). If this is true, the need for self-examination
far supersedes the other components of Culturally Responsive Classroom Management (CRCM)
mentioned, namely “knowledge of students’ cultural backgrounds” and “understanding of the
broader social, economic, and political context of our educational system” because without
knowledge of cultural predispositions, teachers may find themselves “simply learn[ing] to mouth
the socially appropriate responses” (Weinstein, et al., 2004, p.36).
Banks (2013) noted that most often, ethnic content remained separate from the
mainstream curriculum resulting in students being unable to feel they were an important part of
American culture. Teachers who may be uncomfortable or inexperienced with culturally diverse
students and/or pedagogy tend to treat the multicultural curriculum as an inconvenient add on,
and do not view it as important or “academic” enough to be integrated into the curriculum.
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Abington-Pitre (2015) posited that multicultural learning environments must have curriculums
that are reflective of the experiences, languages, cultures, and perspectives of all of the students,
and that one of the ways that educators ensure that is to ensure that “the school culture and
hidden curriculum reflect cultural and ethnic diversity” (p. 100).
Ladson-Billings’ (1995) response to these disparities in education resulted in the
development of what she coined a “pedagogy of opposition (1992c) not unlike critical pedagogy
but specifically committed to collective, not merely individual empowerment” (p. 160). This
pedagogy rests on three tenets: “(a) Students must experience academic success; (b) students
must develop and/or maintain cultural competence; and (c) students must develop a critical
consciousness through which they challenge the status quo of the current social order” (p. 160).
Ladson-Billings (1995) recognized that even in the face of inequitable and antagonistic
classroom settings, traditionally marginalized students must still learn. Thus, CRP is necessary
in order to ensure that teachers are attentive and responsive to the needs of their students.
Howard et al. (2018) attributed culturally responsive teachers with being socioculturally
conscious, affirming of diverse backgrounds, aware of their abilities to affect change,
knowledgeable about learning pedagogy, and capable of designing instruction based on learning
pedagogy.
In addition to the maintenance of academic success, CRT demands that students’
“cultural integrity” remain intact during the instruction process and that their cultures be used “as
a vehicle for learning” (Ladson-Billings, 1995, pp. 160-161). For culturally responsive teachers,
this means not only valuing the language, history, experiences, and perspectives of diverse
cultures, but also utilizing these resources to access prior knowledge and build pathways to
access new knowledge. Students’ instructional experience is more positive, and students are
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more likely to be successful when they are in an environment in which they “feel safe, valued
and celebrated” (Kieran & Anderson, 2019, p. 1210).
Ladson-Billings’ (1995) third tenet, critical consciousness, requires that students cultivate
a socio-politically conscious lens that allows them to analyze and “critique the cultural norms,
values, mores, and institutions that produce and maintain social inequities” (p. 162). Dewey
(1938) suggested that democracy is dependent upon intelligence resulting from associating and
communicating with others in a free world (Hughes & Berry, 2012, p. 253), factors that cannot
happen if we consistently, marginalize and other our students, both wittingly and unwittingly,
through our policies and practices. Culturally relevant and responsive teaching invites learners
to view their environments critically, in an effort to challenge the status quo (Ladson-Billings
(1995).
Mirra (2018) noted that the ELA classroom is the perfect place to initiate discourse about
empathy and global citizenship, using literature as a point of origin. Mirra (2018) further posited
that “critical, civic empathy” should be an integral part of the ELA curriculum (p. 7). In fact,
Mirra’s (2018) three defining principles of critical civic empathy: analysis of social position,
power, and privilege; focus on personal experiences; and fostering of democratic dialogue and
civic action are all closely related to Rosenblatt’s (1982) Transactional Reader-Response theory,
which recognized the democratic process of education and the importance of a critical culture
perspective of literature. Both researchers, aligning with my own views, acknowledged the
ultimate function of education to be the fostering of well-informed, critically-thinking, sociallyjust, civic-minded, and empathetic global citizens.

Culturally Responsive Teaching
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Challenges abound when trying to ensure that all students in all classrooms are receiving
the support that they need to become fully realized learners. Gay (2018) argued, “As such,
teaching is most effective when ecological factors, such as prior experiences, community
settings, cultural backgrounds, and ethnic identities of teachers and students, are included in its
implementation” (p. 28). Pai’s (1990) assertion that education is both a social and cultural
process was furthered by Flippo et al. 's (1997) position that literacy and culture share a
“bidirectional” relationship, and that they are mutually informative (p. 9). Gentemann and
Whitehead (1983) further theorized that within this context, teachers should function as “cultural
brokers” who create diverse and dynamic learning environments, facilitate critical discourse
about diversity, and contextualize sociocultural learning (p. 119). It is within this role that
teachers, specifically English Language Arts (ELA) teachers, can utilize literature as a point of
origin to stimulate engagement in diverse learners. Fortunately, the growth of a multicultural
approach to education has caused the educational community to reassess what was once a
monocultural view of academia (Hanley, 2016). No longer are the multifaceted contributions of
minorities relegated to the footnotes of textbooks or the confines of one month a year. With this
shift in culture, more focus is being placed on the factors that promote or inhibit the multicultural
education experience.
Semingson (2014) noted that “deficit thinking” can affect the way that teachers instruct
and interact with certain groups of students. He further noted the importance of adopting a
“transformative and dialogic pedagogy,” which involves a careful selection of literature and
resources that encourage student engagement and discussion in order to combat deficit thinking
(p.262). Kibler and Chapman (2019) posited that culturally responsive teaching practices,
founded in culturally responsive pedagogy, are most powerful when paired with culturally
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relevant texts, and further argued, “They could even be considered inseparable because culturally
relevant texts are often viewed as a central component of a culturally relevant approach” (p.
742). With exposure to rich and diverse literature and opportunity to engage in dialogue about
such topics, students can explore issues of social injustice that may make it easier to overcome
the challenges that they might face.

Culturally Relevant Education
Sleeter recognized that while the frameworks of both CRP and CRT were being
implemented in some ways by individual teachers, systematic changes were marginalized, due to
the rise of “neo-liberal reforms” (Aronson & Laughter, 2016, p. 164). As an answer to this
marginalization, Sleeter expressed three needs to the research community: proof of the
correlation between CRP and student achievement, education of stakeholders about the dynamics
of a culturally responsive classroom, and a paradigm shift about what it means to educate diverse
learners (Aronson & Laughter, 2016). As a result of Sleeter’s efforts, Aronson and Laughter
(2016) conducted research predicated on the alignment of Gay and Ladson-Billings’ culturally
responsive tenets.
The Culturally Relevant Education (CRE) framework is the synthesis of the two distinct
strands of research that center on the educating of diverse students: Culturally Responsive
Pedagogy and Culturally Responsive Teaching. Ladson-Billings’ Culturally Relevant Pedagogy
(CRP) research focused on the perceptions and paradigms of teachers, while Culturally
Responsive Teaching (CRT) research, largely led by Gay, focused on the instructional practices
of teachers, (Aronson & Laughter, 2016). Aronson and Laughter’s (2016) research examined
five academic content areas, employing the following frameworks: (a) building on prior
knowledge and “cultural assets” to access academic content, (b) engaging students in “critical
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reflection” about their cultural backgrounds, (c) facilitating “cultural competence” or pride and
validation of one’s culture, and (d) promoting the “critique of discourses of power” in order to
bring about social reform (Aronson & Laughter, 2016, p. 167). Aronson and Laughter (2016)
synthesized 13 studies in the ELA discipline. The results of these studies indicated that there is
indeed a positive correlation between the implementation of CRE and student achievement.
Many of the studies showed how providing a connection between students’ lives and
curriculum increased student engagement. Some of the participating teachers used hip-hop
music and culture to promote discourse about social issues that may be affecting students’ lives.
Pairing literature from the traditional canon with contemporary hip-hop lyrics helped to
demonstrate universality in social themes, across time and culture (Aronson & Laughter, 2016).
Critical Race Theory (CRT) asks that educators contest the normalization of hegemonic views
and practices (Ladson-Billings & Tate, 2016). By incorporating texts into the curriculum that are
familiar to students, teachers can disrupt the thinking of students and encourage socially just
aspirations.
Other parts of the study noted teacher-student relationships and the willingness of
teachers to incorporate students’ real-life experiences with the curriculum by dedicating time to
critically assess resources and develop mutual trust with students, demonstrating that “it is not
merely what you teach but also how you teach (Aronson & Laughter, 2016, p. 189). These
classes' high scores in traditional markers of achievement (test scores, attendance, graduation
rates, and college enrollment) demonstrated a significant correlation between CRE and student
outcomes (Aronson & Laughter, 2016).
Still other studies linked the inclusion of multicultural text in the curriculum to increased
student engagement. Research has shown that creating a culturally responsive environment
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creates a community of engaged learners. Hughes-Hassell (2013) noted, “Culturally relevant
literature allows teens to establish a personal connection with characters, increasing the
likelihood that reading will become an appealing activity, ” And further, that readers need to be
able to identify with their own culture in order to appreciate the diversity both within and across
other cultures (p. 214). Landt (2006) further acknowledged, “Teachers who incorporate
multicultural literature into their curriculum expose students to viewpoints and experiences that
can broaden young adolescents’ visions of self and the world” (p.690). When exposed to diverse
literature, students of all races reported feeling empowered and open to new perspectives
(Aronson & Laughter, 2016).
Aronson & Laughter’s (2016) study addressed Sleeter’s (2012) three recommendations
for evidence-based results. First, the research established a correlation between CRE and
student outcomes by recognizing that more than standardized scores account for student
achievement. Increases in motivation, engagement, and self-efficacy were demonstrated in the
results. Second, participants in CRE demonstrated a cultural connectedness across all content
areas by showing pride in respective cultures and a willingness to discourse about diversity and
social reform. Finally, the research incorporated students’ extracurricular lives with the
curriculum and then shifted the conversation back into the communities with discourse on social
justice and change (Aronson & Laughter, 2016). While quantitative studies were less successful
in demonstrating a direct correlation between CRE and student outcome, preliminary results
reported increased motivation and positive student-teacher relationships as an indicator for future
gains in achievement (Aronson & Laughter, 2016).

Culturally Sustaining Pedagogy
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Paris (2012) furthered the research by clearly distinguishing between culturally relevant
and culturally sustaining pedagogies. Paris (2012) posited that while culturally relevant
pedagogy seeks “to make teaching and learning relevant and responsive to the language,
literacies, and cultural practices” (p. 94) of students who may be otherwise marginalized,
culturally sustaining pedagogy “seeks to perpetuate and foster-to sustain-linguistic, literate, and
cultural pluralism as part of the democratic project of schooling” (p. 93).
Paris further argued that culturally relevant and/or responsive pedagogy operates from a
deficit position, viewing these linguistic, literacy, and cultural differences as challenges that need
to be overcome (2012). According to Paris’ (2012) research, culturally responsive practices are
implemented with the goal of eventually assimilating the “inferior” culture into the “demanded
and legitimized dominant language, literacy, and cultural ways of schooling” (p. 93), i.e., White
and middle-class standards. This approach to diversity often results in actual sustaining practices
being “relegated to the periphery” of actual school functioning (Hughes & Berry, 2012, p. 155).
While culturally responsive and/or relevant pedagogy may be a step in the right direction
to eradicate the systemic oppressions that have marginalized minority cultures since the dawn of
time, Paris (2012) argued that it is not enough. Consequently, educators must take additional
steps to ensure that teaching practices are inclusive and sustaining of other ways of knowing that
include not only those of the dominant culture, language, and literacies, but also the cultural
background and experiences of our students. Many educators may opt for a “colorblind”
perspective to education or stop at culturally relevant practices without advancing towards
culturally sustaining practices that not only recognize, but validate cultural differences (Paris,
2012). Examples of culturally sustaining practices include allowances for linguistic pluralism
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and the incorporation of social justice and social change topics and activities (Waitoller &
Thorius, 2016).
Though distinctive in approaches, both frameworks of CRE find roots in social justice
and reform (Aronson & Laughter, 2016). Paris’ (2012) development of CST questioned and
furthered these frameworks to include measures that are not only responsive or relevant, but also
sustaining. While my research was founded on Ladson-Billings’ seminal and groundbreaking
work in CRP and influenced by Paris’ (2012) CSP aspirations, for the purposes of this study, my
focus was on Gay’s advancement of Ladson-Billings’ (1995) work in the areas of actual
instructional practice of CRT. Hopefully, as the understanding of the importance of
incorporating diverse voices and practices into literature classrooms increases, more teachers will
take on the task of creating culturally responsive learning environments.

Transactional/Reader-Response Theory
Rosenblatt’s (1969) transactional reader-response theory (RRT) approach defined reading
in terms of the “stance” that the reader takes, rather than the nature of the text to be read (Davis,
1992, p. 74). Of the six prevailing approaches to literary analysis, reader-response is the only
one that recognized the role of the reader as integral to the reading process (Mart, 2019). For
readers, reading literature is “an exploration, in which readers avail themselves of emotions and
histories with the intention of meaning construction” (Mart, 2019, p. 79). The aesthetic
approach attends to the affective characteristics of the reading experience, while the efferent
approach allows for a more cognitive focus on meaning construction (Mart, 2019). Rosenblatt’s
(1981) theory noted that aesthetic views focus on the more abstract, qualitative aspects of the
reading experience, while efferent views rely on the cognitive and quantitative meanings
extracted from a text (Smith, 2012). Both aesthetic and efferent responses are deemed viable
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with RRT (Mart, 2019, p .82); however, efferent stances focus more on the text than the reader
(Davis, 1992). Either of these approaches lends itself to the “emotional and intellectual
participation in the text” that is necessary for engagement (Mart, 2019, p. 80), providing literary
intercourse that elicits a response that is contextual, as well as textual. However, Davis (1992)
argued that teachers who encourage more aesthetic stances will encourage students to bring
meaning to the text, rather than take meaning away, thus empowering themselves as readers.
Though RRT was pioneered as early as 1938 by Rosenblatt, it did not receive wide
recognition until the decades later work of Bleich, Holland, Fish, and Iser, who formulated RRT
in the 1970s as a criticism to the stringently objective nature of the New Critics’ approach to
literary analysis (Davis, 1992). Researchers theorized that Rosenblatt’s absence from much of
the conversation around RRT might be because she was a female in a male-dominated research
field, or the fact that her work combined both theory and pedagogy, thus devaluing the
theoretical value in the eyes of critical theorists (Davis, 1992). Nevertheless, Rosenblatt’s
pragmatic approach contributed greatly to the community of reading instructors for several
reasons. It not only recognized reading as a process, but also recognized the significance of the
reader, as opposed to previous approaches that emphasized the text, and even the author, as
paramount to the reading process. Rosenblatt also acknowledged the important role that reading
plays in a democratic society, outlined the progressive spectrum of reading response stances that
are prevalent among readers, and introduced a cohesive theory and pedagogy for reading
instruction (Davis, 1992).
America was founded on the premise of democracy. Before America, as we know it, was
built, people from other countries flooded the shores (much like today) in search of those basic
tenets. Hughes and Snauwaert asserted, “At the heart of democracy are the values of moral
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equality and liberty, understood as an equal right to self-determination” (Hughes & Berry, 2012,
p. 253). Hughes and Snauwaert further suggested democracy as a “frame of reference because it
is the ideal most consistent with human well-being and flourishing” (p. 252). From an
educational perspective, this ideal of democracy is what educators want most for students.
Davis (1992) argued the following, regarding the importance of democracy when
working with developing readers:
We work with students who are branded “culturally illiterate,” who have not been
successful in school, who have not been in school for a while, or whose culture and
background is not Anglo-European and middle class. These are individuals who, without
open admission policies, would not have been admitted to traditional colleges. However,
they are individuals in a democracy who have rights and responsibilities of that society.
As their teachers, we believe in their rights, and by teaching critical literacy or as Rexford
Brown (1991) calls it, “a literacy of thoughtfulness,” we attempt to prepare them to carry
out their democratic responsibilities. (p. 74)
Davis’ opine embodied both the “who” and the “why” of this research. Though educators may
differ greatly on the methods, the long-term goal should be the same. Every book read, every
discussion had, every question we asked should ultimately benefit children. Through the
adoption of outlooks and practices that further the well-being and flourishing of each child,
teachers will be fulfilling the original, long-lost goal of democracy which is to live life freely in
the pursuit of individual happiness. .
Other researchers offered different perspectives to reading but agreed on the importance
of interacting with texts for optimal engagement. Beach (1993) outlined a process for the reader
that involves engaging with the text on three different levels. This multi-tiered process for
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reading allows the reader to move from simply encountering text to actually uncovering meaning
and reacting to it (Mart, 2019).
According to Cai (2008), transactional theory both acknowledges and allows for the
“influence of social, cultural, and political factors on the individual reader and her transaction
with the text” (p. 214). Readers' responses are always filtered through the “matrix” of
sociocultural influences (p. 215). Furthermore, aesthetic reading may have critical components
that will reveal the disposition of the reader and aid in the analysis of a text (Cai, 2008). In other
words, the reader’s positionality is inherently part of the aesthetic stance. However, some
researchers asserted that there is a need to move beyond transactional reader response theory in
order to fully “transact” with the text (Cai, 2008). Other researchers argued that the reader’s
aesthetic response is necessary, but limited, claiming that there is a missing step between
Rosenblatt’s aesthetic and efferent stances (Cai, 2008).
Based on Yenika-Agbaw’s (1997) assertion of the need to achieve freedom from the
“organized oppression” of “dominant ideological perspectives” (p. 448), Cai (2008) posited that
rather than move beyond transactional theory, educators simply need to move beyond the
aesthetic stance within transactional reader response theory. Cai (2008) further proposed that a
third, critical stance that explores the author’s implicit messages and assumptions deserves a
parallel position to the aesthetic and efferent stances, and that all three should work in unison
during a reading. Cai (2008) asserted that the desired analysis of a text through a sociocultural
lens requires students to question its “ideological and cultural assumptions”; however, these
questions should stem from the students’ own “ideological and cultural assumptions” (p. 218).
In other words, students need to insert their own positionalities into their readings by adopting a
critical cultural stance.
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Although well-meaning and much-needed, imposing a critical cultural stance could run
the risk of mimicking the text-driven analyses of New Criticism. Cai (2008) noted, “Any critical
perspective that is applied to the literary experience of a text should not be an imposition on or
replacement of the reader’s aesthetic response. Rather it should be an illumination and extension
of the reader’s unique, individual, aesthetic response” (p. 218). Approaching the critical culture
stance is further problematized with the use of multicultural texts, as bias from mainstream
cultures and a “ready-made system of analysis” may be imposed upon readers by teachers,
eager wrap up the lesson with “conceptual and attitudinal changes in students” (Cai, 2008, p.
218). Cai (2008) posited that only after an aesthetic transaction, during which the reader
responds interacts “emotionally and intellectually” with the text, is the reader able to move on to
a critical transaction, during which they explore their aesthetic responses, and then proceed to an
efferent interaction (p. 219). Cai (2008) further asserted that the aesthetic and efferent stances
are not opposed to one another, but rather dependent upon one another, with the critical stance
acting as a bridge between the two.
Under Rosenblatt’s influence, Mart (2019) argued that literature, at its highest value, “is a
vehicle for communication by virtue of transaction fostering a potentially powerful combination
of intellect and emotions not available in other areas of study” (Connell, 2000, p. 27). As such,
the ability to discourse about literature is paramount to the success of RRT (Mart, 2019). Probst
(1994) offered six tenets for fostering, not only literacy affinity, but also literary acumen. In
addition to inviting readers to respond to texts and allowing them time an opportunity to
articulate their responses both written and verbally, Probst (1994) stressed the importance of
allowing students’ freedom of thought and a safe space to grapple with new ideas, while
encountering and discussing other texts in search of commonalities (Mart, 2019).
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Allowing students to formulate responses is integral to RRT. The reader response
strategy allows students to actively engage with texts through reading and discussion activities
(Khatib, 2011). Rosenblatt (1978) argued that the mental activity required to develop responses
activates insightful, textual intercourse, and that “emotional and intellectual participation in the
text” that was previously mentioned, occurs in response to textual provocation (Mart, 2019, p.
78). In short, textual stimulation caused increased engagement in the reader.
It was ultimately Rosenblatt’s theoretical and pedagogical foundation that spoke to this
research. Rosenblatt (1978) acknowledged that the relationship between the reader and text is “a
situation, an event at a particular time and place in which each element conditions the other,” and
that the process is different for every text, every reader, and every instance of reading,
demanding respect for both its unique and recursive nature (p. 16). According to Davis (1992),
Rosenblatt recognized reading as a non-linear process that necessitates the consideration of
students’ cultures and histories, much like the process of teaching reading. Though decades
apart, Rosenblatt’s attempts to mitigate “reductionist formulas for teaching reading” (Davis,
1992, p. 73) mirrors the push to eliminate “deficit -model” thinking when it comes to teaching
minority and at-risk students. Rosenblatt’s advocacy for ways to “enhance and enrich” the
reading process by focusing on the reader aligned with CRT strategies that seek to provide
environments that are inclusive and responsive to diversity.

Conclusion
On the Hero’s Journey, the Mentor’s job is to impart wisdom and provide a foundation of
knowledge that urges the Hero towards the completion of the quest. The Mentor may
accompany the Hero on the initial stages of the journey, but much like Virgil and Beatrice in
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Dante Alighieri’s Divine Comedy, they can only take the Hero so far. The Hero must ultimately
surpass the Mentor’s influence and forge their own path in order to achieve their goal. The
mentors have spoken. Students who have been systemically and systematically multiplymarginalized by racial, cultural, and socioeconomic factors are placed even more at-risk for
disengaging from their education when educators fail to acknowledge the influence of their
backgrounds on their willingness and ability to engage in learning (Piazza et al., 2015).
While a wealth of research exists on student engagement and its influencing factors, there
is still a great deal to be learned, particularly around the issues of identification and defining of
the different types of engagement, disaggregating the antecedents of engagement, and accurate
measuring of outcomes (Fredericks et al., 2004). For example, the three primary components of
engagement are often either conflated or parsed in ways that mitigate the usefulness of the
findings (Fredericks et al., 2004). Also, interventions may lack delineation needed to pinpoint
efficacy, and data often lacks the rich, thick description that is often crucial to fortify qualitative
inquiry (Fredericks et al, 2004). Furthermore, Corso et al (2013) noted that demographic factors
may affect classroom engagement, an issue that was documented as well by Fredericks et al.
(2004), who argued the need for further inquiry into the impact of classroom factors like “task
characteristics on engagement across age, socioeconomic status, and race” (p. 79). Finally, while
research has long recognized the relationship between students’ prior knowledge and
achievement, less is known about the relationship between students’ cultural positionality and
engagement. In order to address the gaps in literature, the research will a) focus on the specific
subject area of English Language Arts (ELA), b) explore student perceptions of culturally
responsive activities, and c) apply thick descriptions as a fundamental component of the in-depth
analysis of data.
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Ongoing research supports the need for culturally responsive curricula in schools, but
currently, no formal plan exists to address the cultural disparities that exist in classrooms all
across the country. So, while the mentors have provided the framework, the EducatorResearcher-Hero, armed with new knowledge, must now continue the journey alone. It is clear
that 21st century educators can no longer uphold the traditional definitions of literacy and their
implications for the 21st century learner. With the evolution of sociocultural diversity must
come an evolution of understanding about the prescribed curriculum, its limitations, and how
those limitations affect student engagement and ultimately student achievement.
Each day, teachers make choices about the best instructional practices for teaching
children. Not the least of these decisions is how to choose activities that may increase interest
and engagement in students. Teachers in the 21st century must be savvier in the selection of
content, presentation, activities, and even environment in order to engage the interests of
students. The Hero must soldier on.
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CHAPTER 3: METHODOLOGY
“Dory: Hey, Mr. Grumpy Gills. When life gets you down, you know what you gotta do?
Marlin: I don’t wanna know what you gotta do when life gets you down.
Dory: [singing] Just keep swimming. What do we do? We swim “(Unkrich & Stanton, 2003).
According to Campbell (2019), once the Hero has committed to their journey, they must
now prepare to leave their Ordinary World to cross over into the Special World from which there
is no turning back; the pull of the quest is now too great to ignore (Campbell, 2019). For
Finding Nemo’s hero Marlin, the fear of losing Nemo forever was greater than the fear of
venturing into the deep, dark ocean. In other words, once Marlin realized what was at stake, he
could no longer settle for the Status Quo.
Within the Special World, the Hero must face the tests, allies, and enemies that both
threaten to hinder their progress and prove their worthiness (Campbell, 2019). The Hero may be
nonplussed by their new surroundings and must determine two things: who will help them reach
their goal and who will be a deterrent. This part of the journey is, by no means, a straight line.
Friends will become foes and vice versa. The Hero will have to establish rules and boundaries,
manage expectations, and pivot when necessary. Likewise, when studying the attitudes and
experiences of multiply-marginalized students with literature in nontraditional settings, the
Educator-Researcher-Hero must anticipate challenges, setbacks, and plot twists as they navigate
the new terrain.

Unique Characteristics of Research Site
The Inmost Cave
In order for the Hero to fully commit to the challenge, they must leave behind the
vestiges of familiarity and catapult full force, or edge forth timidly, into new and uncharted
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territory (Campbell, 2019). Eventually, they will find themselves at the portal of the place that
holds the object of their desire. Here, the Hero will enter the Inmost Cave, “the most dangerous
spot in the Special World” (Vogler, 2007, p. 14). In literary folklore, the Inmost Cave may
represent a physical place, such as the Land of the Dead, or the Death Star; however, it might
also represent the deepest desires of the Hero’s heart. In the Special World of education, this
might represent the same place, as the hopes and dreams of educators often lie not only within
our hearts, but also within our classrooms.
My Inmost Cave is located at Allgood* High School (pseudonym). Allgood* High
School (AHS) is a majority-minority, non-traditional, high school that is located in a renovated
strip mall off a busy thoroughfare in a suburb of a major Southeastern city. AHS has
approximately 700 full-time students who range in age from 15 to 24 years old. Of these
students, approximately 90% are minorities and approximately 33% are classified as
Economically Disadvantaged. Of the 60 members of the school staff, approximately 67% are
white, 28% are Black, and .05% are Hispanic (“The student body at Allgood* High School in
Allgood* City, GA,” 2020).
Though it is a nontraditional high school, AHS offers the same core courses and many of
the elective courses that traditional high schools offer. Classes are offered in four 9 week minisemesters. Five classes consisting of 2 ½ hour blocks are offered each day, so students can
receive ½ credit in each course, each mini-mester. Highly motivated, full-time students can earn
up to 10 credits every 18 weeks, putting them well ahead of students in traditional high schools
who can earn a maximum of 6-8 credits every 18 weeks.
Many people pass by this unremarkable building that sets behind a popular food chain
that AHS students frequent for lunch. Save for the marquee with the school name that flashes
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important information like registration and graduation dates, the curious flow of traffic at odd
times and the occasional throngs of hoodied and headphoned teenagers posted on the corner
waiting for their rides, this building would largely go unnoticed. However, the fact is that magic
happens within those walls. Students enter this building on their own epic heroic journeys, some
with baggage and babies in tow, some on their last chance at getting a diploma, some at the end
of their ropes and living on the vestiges of hope. However, many emerge with new hope in the
form of a high school and with new aspirations and ambitions on their horizons.
The concept for AHS was born out of the idea that there was a growing number of
students in the district who were at risk for not graduating for a variety of reasons. These
students needed greater flexibility in their academic schedules in order to graduate high school;
consequently, AHS offers several features that are unique to the district. When AHS first opened
in 1988, it was housed in a traditional high school but had very nontraditional characteristics.
Classes were offered from 3:00PM to 9:40PM, providing students an opportunity to both make
up work and to get ahead. In 1997, AHS was established in its own building, and the hours
changed to Monday-Thursday from 8:10AM to 8:10PM, allowing students with family and/or
work obligations a flexible schedule to complete their high school education (“School
history/*highschool,” 2021). Evening classes that run from 3:30pm-8:00pm allow students from
other schools to attend additional classes at AHS after the end of their traditional school day at
their home school. Many students have part or full time jobs while they attend AHS and would
not be able to meet their financial obligations or goals without the flexibility that AHS offers.
Probably the most unique feature of AHS is the on-campus, fully-licensed daycare center
for the children of students, so that teen parents can finish high school without interruption or the
added expense of childcare. This accommodation allows young women and men an opportunity
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to have their children cared for in a proximal location while they pursue their education. It is not
uncommon to see a wayward baby run down the hall being pursued by a caretaker during a
school day. Other unique features of AHS include the following: (a) small class sizes, (b)
availability of a blended counselor and teacher-as-co-counselor support system, (c) a
collaborative faculty-staff-administration decision making model, and (d) student option to drop
a course at any point in the semester and retake it without harming their grade point averages.
In 2018, AHS opened a satellite location at the local mall. The Self-Directed Learning
(SDL) model and centralized location on a bus line offers students yet another option for
learning. If not for AHS, many of these students would have given up on their education and
dropped out of high school because of limited options. A common theme for AHS’s graduation
speeches, which are open to any student who wishes to speak, not just the top students in the
school, is that of redemption and resurrection akin to the rising of the phoenix from the ashes in
mythological lore. Students who make it to the graduation stage are overwhelmingly grateful
and humbled by both the path they have taken and the mentors they have had along the way.
Since AHS’s inception, the school has graduated more than 6,000 students who might otherwise
have dropped out of school. Still, even those impressive numbers belie the number of successful
voyages that have launched from inside these walls.
Currently, AHS is in the process of a “redesign” to create more success opportunities for
nontraditional learners. Among the initiatives under consideration are the following: (a) a
system of “rolling enrollment,” which eliminates traditional semesters and allows students to
start and complete a course on their own timeline, (b) an increase in self-paced, online
instruction, (c) a production-focused, as opposed to attendance-focused requirement as the
measure of course participation and completion, (d ) a blended-learning format that further
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integrates technology and virtual learning, and (e) a shift from the teacher-as-expert model to the
teacher-as-mentor role. In short, AHS intends to shift student instruction to a personalized
learning model that increasingly depends on virtual education pedagogy.

Student Body
In order to enroll at AHS, students must be at least 16 years of age, have their own
transportation, and waive their rights to Special Education and ESL support services.
Additionally, teen parents may enroll only one child in the school’s daycare, with the
understanding that they will refrain from having any more children while enrolled at AHS.
Students are treated as adult learners, and those who can handle the role appreciate the courtesy.
Students, for the most part, are able to move about the campus freely without the burden of
written passes or cumbersome bricks, yardsticks, or in some cases toilet seats that act as
bathroom passes. Students can utilize the Media Center or various common areas as they see fit,
and AHS is an open campus, allowing students to enter and leave the campus at will. Here,
students will either sink or swim, depending upon how much motivation they have, how much
pressure they can withstand, and how much support they need.
Bronfenbrenner’s (1994) Ecological Model of development states that throughout the
course of life, human development occurs through a series of increasingly complex interactions
between the human and “the persons, objects, and symbols in its immediate environment” called
“proximal processes” and that the “form, power, content, and direction” of these processes will
vary according to the person, the environment, and the nature of the processes themselves
(Bronfenbrenner, 1994, p.38). The research further noted that the negative impacts are greater in
less advantaged environments, while the positive impacts are greater in more advantaged
environments (Bronfenbrenner, 1994). AHS’ students are often victims of this double-whammy;
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therefore, both the students and the teachers of AHS have learned to pivot within these
circumstances.
Although AHS is considered a community school, it suffers from a poor community
perception. As a result, it does not receive the support it needs from stakeholders. In fact, the
school district classifies AHS as a “special entity,” confusing people about its role in public
education. Because it is a majority-minority school, serves non-traditional students, has a
daycare facility, and offers flexible scheduling, many people think that AHS is a school for
“bad” students who have been expelled from traditional public schools. As a result, the school,
the students, and the staff are often misjudged by members of the community and other schools,
the parents do not readily participate in curricular activities, and we do not have much
involvement from the community.
Typically, the issues for the students at AHS are specific to students who are culturally
diverse and attend alternative educational settings. In keeping with the findings of Morales
(2016), these issues include lack of parental and/or community involvement, linguistic
differences between home and school, a disparity between the cultural makeup of the students
and that of the faculty, low socioeconomic status of students, and sparsity of cultural and social
capital available to the students.
Student/teacher relationships are arguably one of the premier benefits at AHS. The
teacher: student ratio of approximately 18:1 is among the lowest in the district (“High schools in
Allgooddistrict* county public school district,” 2021). As students navigate the halls, they are
regularly called upon by teachers, administrators, and support staff to report on any and all facets
of their lives, ranging from their grades to their jobs to their families. Faculty and staff embody
more familial roles with our students, as we teach them, mentor them, and even sometimes play
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peek-a-boo with their children. Anecdotally, students tout the relationships that they create with
caring adults, relationships that they are often lacking in their personal lives, as important factors
in their success at AHS. AHS is, indeed, a comfortable Status Quo.
Research, however, can transform a comfortable Status Quo into a treacherous Inmost
Cave where the mild-mannered teacher becomes a fearless hero and students are viewed as they
relate to the mission: allies or enemies, friends or foes. Campbell (2020) noted that on the
journey, the Hero might be aided by “the guide, the teacher, the ferryman, the conductor of
souls…” (p. 85) or impeded by “colossal gargoyles: dragons, lions, devil-slayers with drawn
swords, resentful dwarfs, winged bulls” (p. 101), and within the course of one school day, some
students may embody all of these entities.
Though AHS is a school with a large population of students who are deemed “at-risk,”
disadvantage can breed strength and resilience. I have had pregnant students who have turned in
assignments on their way to the delivery room and returned the following semester to finish
school. I have also seen students who were homeless, in abusive relationships, on parole or
probation, or in some other form of physical and/or mental distress who have successfully earned
their diplomas. This resilience is a common thread that runs through the AHS student body.
My colleagues and I assist the students who are in these precarious situations by offering flexible
deadlines, remote learning opportunities through eClass instruction, and opportunities to double
their credit with appropriate guidelines. We are their “champions,” and we recognize their
“spark” (Benson, 2011). While many of these students may have had their sparks snuffed out or
dimmed due to life’s circumstances, my colleagues and I are in the business of reigniting flames
in ways that are realistic and attainable to them.
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Sociocultural theory posits that several critical components of an environment promote
fluent literacy. These components include a sense of community, culturally relevant resources,
and collaborative and interactive literacy opportunities (DeNicolo & Franquiz, 2006). The
majority of my students are on their last chance to earn a high school diploma before they give
up because of age, family, or financial issues; AHS offers them this chance. Most, if not all, of
my students have been marginalized by society and may have been failed, in some way, by the
educational system that was supposed to help them, and as a result have landed at AHS. This
marginalization includes a dearth of literature–both fiction and nonfiction– that reflects students’
own diverse cultures and experiences (Richter, 2000). Fortunately, AHS’s nontraditional and
flexible nature provides a research site that is rich with opportunities to gain insight into
perceptions about the types of literary content that do and do not engage students.

The Belly of the Whale
Once the Hero has entered the deepest recesses of the Inmost Cave, they must venture
one step further. Oftentimes for the Hero, this step represents a willingness to sacrifice or lose a
part of themselves to return with the boon. Campbell (2019) theorized, “The idea that the
passage of the magical threshold is a transit into a sphere of rebirth is symbolized in the
worldwide womb image of the belly of the whale. The Hero, instead of conquering or
conciliating the power of the threshold, is swallowed into the unknown and would appear to have
died” (p. 97). I concur that this type of in-depth inquiry, that may turn 25-plus years of my own
educative practice on its head, requires a death to my self-confident and experienced professional
persona. In fact, an important precept of CRE, as well as qualitative inquiry relies on the
educator/researcher’s ability to be self-reflective about inherent biases and presumptions that
may impact both the teaching and the research processes. After this reflexive moment, the Hero
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reaches a point from which there is no turning back. This entrance into the Belly of the Whale
signals both the resignation and the resolve of the Hero to forge ahead with the goal placed
firmly at the forefront of their mind.
The Belly of my Whale is in Room 123, on a back hallway of AHS. It is nestled between
the Visual Arts Studio and the pottery room in an obscure, low-traffic area; one has to be looking
for Room 123 in order to find it. The rooms at Allgood* are physically smaller than at
traditional schools; a room that used to seat approximately 28 students comfortably is, postCOVID, only able to comfortably seat half as many. My room sometimes feels even smaller
because of the amount of teacher paraphernalia and memorabilia. The walls are covered in
inspirational quotes like, “ Believe in Your Selfie” and “Unfollow Hate, Spread Love.” Some
wall space holds student art, students’ notes of well-wishes and thanks, pictures of myself in
front of different landmarks, and pictures of myself with former students. The bulletin board is
covered with magazine clippings, pictures, and book jackets that promote all manners of equality
and inclusion of marginalized groups such as Blacks, women, the disabled, and the LGBTQ
community. Three bookshelves are jammed with class copies of my favorite books to teach of
late: Dear Martin by Nic Stone, Enrique’s Journey by Sonia Nazario, Meet Me Halfway by
Jennifer Morales, Look Both Ways by Jason Reynolds, The Compound Effect by Darren Hardy, a
graphic novel set of The Odyssey adapted from Homer by Fiona Macdonald, and an array of
random books, dictionaries, and thesauruses. The tops of the shelves, as well as my desk are
“cluttered” with teacher tchotchkes. One of my favorites is a wooden block with the word
“YES” on one side and “NO” on the other, so the students can gauge my mood on any given day.
Two large air purifiers are set in opposite corners of the room, and a Chromebook cart at the
front of the room houses the 25 Chromebooks that the students use every day.
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My courses are considered hybrid in that students attend face-to-face (F2F) but are
allowed a more flexible schedule if they maintain the pace of the course and a passing grade. As
a result, some students attend daily, while others attend less frequently. This attendance policy
that is based on progress rather than presence has been, and continues to be, a huge point of
contention amongst teachers at AHS. Some faculty believe that a stringent attendance policy is
necessary for achievement, while others believe that we have to be more flexible, especially in
this COVID/Post-COVID era. This hybrid model presents myriad issues both for teaching and
research.
From day to day, I had no idea how many or which students would attend a particular
class. Many students missed critical instruction and tried to get by on my instructional videos
which were an inadequate, albeit necessary, replacement for F2F instruction, in the COVID/PostCOVID era. To meet student needs, all of the instruction is housed on the district’s online D2L
platform called eClass to allow students 24/7 access to instruction and resources.
Though some considered the 2021-22 school year to be post-COVID, the wise educator
had contingency plans in place. Months later, many students were still shell-shocked from the
2020-2021 year of COVID-based learning that consisted of a hodge-podge of face-to-face (F2F),
virtual, and hybrid learning, coupled with the uncertainty of if/when schools might shut down
due to random COVID outbreaks. While this form of “patchwork” instruction has its benefits–
mainly access options for students-it also has its share of drawbacks, like missing real-time
instruction and lack of engagement and community with the entire class. Many have lost both
ELA and social skills during the months of isolation and virtual learning.
Connecting with students is what I most strive for in my classroom. Theodore Roosevelt
is credited with a quote that is a favorite amongst educators: “People don't care how much you
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know until they know how much you care.” I have parlayed this sentiment into what I call the
“new” 4 Rs of teaching: Relationships, Relevance, Rigor, and Response. If I can develop a
relationship with students, they will allow me to prove the relevance of the material. I can, then,
increase the rigor and the students will respond to the instruction. If these four elements are
present within the curriculum, in that order, I have laid the groundwork for student achievement.
Unfortunately, one of the greatest COVID casualties is the ability to make connections
with people without the added barriers of masks and distance. Both teachers and students rely on
nonverbal cues to give and receive feedback. A teacher can often tell from a student’s visage
whether they are engaging or checking out, confident or confused. By the same token, students
can tell if they have their teachers’ approval or disapproval, if they are in the ballpark or out in
left field. These nuances are lost in the COVID/post-COVID era as classroom participants strain
to hear each other and read the eyes and other body language of our counterparts.
In Room 123, as in many other secondary classrooms across America, the standard
school uniform almost always consists of a hoodie with varying bottoms, ranging from jeans, to
sweats, to pajama/lounge pants. This wardrobe choice may be due to what the students refer to
as sub-arctic temperatures in my room, but I find it easier to adjust to cold temperatures than
warm temperatures. Before COVID, by far, the most consistent accessory to the uniform of teen
spirit was headphones, wired or wireless, attached to some form of an electronic music and/or
communication device. My students use their headphones not only as a way to stay connected to
entertainment, but also as a way to distance themselves from unwanted social encounters. The
recent addition of masks presents yet another communication and connection barrier to the
already tenuous teacher-student relationship. COVID has relegated my recognition of students
to three inches of exposed forehead and eyes between their masks and their hoodies. The girls
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are all eyelashes and masks, and the boys peer from underneath mops of hair or the pulled down
hoods of their graphic sweatshirts. I often joke that I would not be able to identify any of my
students in a line up. Fortunately, my students know my face from the online instructional
videos, and I know their faces based on their photos in the online attendance portal. However,
whether seeing bangs, eyelashes, or foreheads, teachers must connect with students and build
relationships. There is no substitute for this bonding that occurs in the classroom.
In order to achieve a sense of community in my classroom, students participate in a Daily
Journal exercise every day. Students are expected to respond to quotes or visual images, answer
questions that range from specific and literature-based, to random and reality-based, or simply
free write. Regardless of the topic, the prompts always serve as catalysts for interesting
discourse. The Daily Journal prompts can be found in Appendix K but include the following
examples: “You have more time than you think, and less time.”-Gretchen Rubin; “What advice
would you give to your younger self?”;“What is the last text you received?”; “Emancipate
yourself from mental slavery/ None but ourselves can free our minds.”- Bob Marley.
Each journal prompt is chosen to evoke thought and conversation. After responding to
the prompt, every student has an opportunity to share what they have written by reading aloud
their response or talking about it. Depending on the topic, sharing was voluntary or compulsory.
I use these journals as a way to gauge the mood of the room. If the students are rather quiet and
pensive, I alter my teaching plans to fit this mood. If students are particularly animated and
engaged about a topic, I use their energy to segue into the ELA content.
The Daily Journals and Classroom Discussions facilitate the building of relationships
across teacher-student and student-student boundaries. Journaling has long been viewed as an
effective method to foster introspection while also encouraging understanding and dialogue
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across diverse groups. In fact, research has demonstrated that journaling is an important
component to strengthening teachers’ relationships with students deemed at-risk (Anderson et al,
2011). Throughout the years, the journals and discussions have always been the most effective
method of fostering relationships and building a culture of trust within my classroom. This
concept is a familiar one to proponents of CRE, which requires that the teacher build a
relationship with the students.
The journals set the tone for our time in Rm. 123, and as such, the journals were an
essential part of the research puzzle, allowing me to formulate questions in real-time and get both
written and verbal data. Since I first started implementing journaling during the early stages of
my teaching career, students have overwhelmingly reported that the journals and discussions are
their favorite part of the class because this format allows them not only to hear other opinions,
but also to be heard. It is through honest and respectful discourse that connections are made,
perceptions are altered, and change is affected.
Both the physical site and social context are important aspects of the research. My AHS
worksite was appropriate for this research, not only because of convenience and accessibility, but
also because of AHS’s unique infrastructure. My position as the sole 10th grade Language Arts
teacher at this location affords me the freedom to explore varying curricula and resources, within
the district and local guidelines, for the benefit of my students.

The Text as Talisman
According to Merriam-Webster, a talisman is an object meant to avert evil and bring
good fortune to its possessor (Merriam-Webster, n.d.)). However, some interpret a talisman as a
conferrer of harm and danger. In other words, depending on the bearer and the intended use, a
talisman can either bring boons or doom; the same can be said for the use of literature for
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instruction. Although varying degrees of professional freedom exist across school districts,
many ELA teachers still lean heavily on the traditional Western canon of predominantly white,
predominately male authors. I fully acknowledge my past complicity in the preservation of this
traditional canon. In fact, as a former kindergarten-through-college disciple of the Western
canon, I can hypothesize teaching this familiar body of work is a more convenient and less-time
consuming venture for teachers than supplanting it. However, there remains an ongoing debate
amongst scholars and classroom teachers about whether we should uphold the canon as it is,
expand the canon to include more diverse works, or do away with the canon altogether
(Rybakova & Roccanti, 2016). Tompkins (1985) proposed,
What endures is the literary and cultural tradition that believes in the idea of the classic,
and that perpetuates that belief from day to day and from year to year by reading and
rereading, publishing and republishing, teaching and recommending for teaching, and
writing books and articles about a small group of works whose ‘durability’ is thereby
assured. (p. 37)
While I recognize the value of the traditional Western canon, lately, I have more rigorously
challenged its monocultural perspectives. Whenever possible, I incorporate traditional literature
with more diverse texts. For example, I have paired Homer’s The Odyssey with Enrique’s
Journey by Sonia Nazario to explore the theme of a Hero’s Quest, and I have matched Robert
Louis Stevenson’s Strange Case of Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde with Fight Club by Chuck
Palahniuk to examine the topic of duality. In fact, I have created a curriculum of companion
texts that seeks to pair traditional texts with contemporary works to explore universal themes in
an effort to bridge the relevance gap that so often swallows our students.

ADOPTING A CRITICAL CULTURE STANCE TOWARDS LITERATURE

82

While the professional freedom afforded at my school is a welcome change from most
traditional schools, this lack of protocol also has its disadvantages. Without guidelines to govern
the implementation of culturally relevant teaching (CRT) and/or the use of multicultural
literature, there is the potential danger to segregate rather than integrate it into the current
curriculum, minimize its use in the curriculum, or eliminate it altogether. Teachers may treat the
multicultural curriculum as an inconvenient add-on, and not view it as important or “academic''
enough to be integrated into the curriculum.
Paris (2012) warned that this additive approach to multicultural education could further
marginalize students who are already placed at risk for failure. Sleeter's (1992) research noted a
student's report of overhearing a teacher tell another teacher that they only use Black literature to
engage the Black students, so they could return to the “good literature by White folks'' (p.57).
Other teachers make honest attempts to integrate cultural diversity into their curriculums but may
fall short. Still some teachers, as in the case of one of my White colleagues, are discouraged
from teaching diverse literature because they are not from diverse cultures, themselves. As the
education conversation shifts towards antiracist pedagogy, more light is being shed on teachers’
attempts to use strategies that address issues of inequality and diversity, as well as
misrepresentation or lack of representation in the curriculum (Pollock, 2008). However, until
educators and legislators adopt a truly multicultural approach to education–complete with
meaningful professional development–this concept will remain an inconvenient afterthought.
The fact is, there is a confluence of factors that affect how well we educate our children.
This study explored how adopting a culturally responsive stance towards education can benefit
students who have been marginalized by past and current culturally unresponsive perspectives.
For this Educator-Researcher-Hero, the path forward is clear: culturally responsive environments
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have the ability to counter deficit mindsets about students’ abilities and means to access power;
this begins with students’ engagement in their own learning process.
Student engagement has become increasingly recognized as a way to eliminate many of
the ills that plague the modern-day education system. While student engagement depends on a
multitude of factors, a good deal of what influences student engagement can be controlled by
creating an educational environment that is conducive to capturing student interest (Fredricks et
al., 2004). Research supports increased student achievement when teachers validate cultural
differences in their students. Further, research is clear that culturally responsive teaching
requires that students’ strengths be used to initiate learning (Piazza et al, 2015).
The framework for culturally responsive teaching (CRT) is centered on teaching and
leading in a manner that allows more students across cultures to achieve at higher levels with
deeper engagement in the curriculum (Knowledge Delivery Systems, 2012). This goal can be
achieved by helping students who fall into various minority categorizations maintain their
cultural identities and use these practices to gain access to the dominant culture (Paris, 2012).
Li (2015) noted the importance of incorporating rigorous multicultural components to existing
curriculum in order to “increase the intellectual and social capabilities of the global student and
citizen” (p. 20). As our classrooms become increasingly diverse, it becomes increasingly
imperative that educators create culturally responsive classroom environments in which all
children can learn.
Rosenblatt (1995) theorized that the act of reading is a transaction that takes place
between the reader and the text, with each party contributing equally. In implementing Reader
Response Theory (RRT), the entire context of the readers, including their experiences, their
cognitive ability, their cultures, and their histories are considered (Davis, 1992). Rosenblatt
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(1995) further tasked the teacher with helping the student to evoke meaning from the text by
accessing prior knowledge and experiences with which to form connections. Within the ELA
classroom, such mutualism can foster many opportunities for students to engage with, and learn
from, the literature. It is within this context that I established the connection between cultural
relevance, transactional reader-response, and engagement, which was the backbone of the
research. To that end, the purpose of this study was to explore the engagement of multiplymarginalized students within a nontraditional learning setting when analyzing literature from a
critical culture perspective.
Davis (1992) agreed with Pradl’s (1991) argument that Rosenblatt’s (1969) stance on the
transactional nature of the reading process epitomizes democracy because it values individuals’
opinions, recognizes the importance of public discourse, honors diversity, and acknowledges the
interrelatedness of individuals and communities. Within the literary transaction, readers interact
with the text and each other in order to enhance both individual and communal meaning-making.
The ability to use individual experiences to contribute to the understanding of multiculturalism is
one of the benefits of case studies of groups (Connelly et al., 2003). Combined with the
narrative aspects of storytelling, multicultural narrative inquiry could be viewed as the ultimate
democratic act, as it seeks to marry conditions and conversations.
Most cogent to the purposes of this study of culturally relevant education (CRE) and
student engagement is the importance placed on the democratic nature of the reading process.
Multicultural narrative inquiry (MNI) as an approach to understanding CRE views life as the
starting point for research. Although the basis of my study has theoretical underpinnings, the
case study is rooted in “passionate, intensive, up-close participation rather than distanced
objectivity; takes place over long periods of time; depends on the development of close
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relationships with participants often from different cultural, ethnic and language backgrounds;
and values the kind of knowledge co-created in these interactions” (Phillion, 2002, p. 536).
The four directions of inquiry prescribed by Clandinin and Connelly (2000), based on
Dewey’s (1938) position on interactions, suggest inward, outward, forward, and backwards
directions of narrative inquiry. The inward and outward inquiry targets internal and external
conditions, while the forward and backwards inquiry address the temporality, past, present, and
future, implications (Phillion, 2002). Further, Phillion’s (2002) outline of narrative inquiry
qualities: thinking narratively, intersecting lives, and meaning-making of relationships fit the
naturalistic conditions of educational case study research.

Rationale for Study
My rationale for choosing the topic of CRE and student engagement aligns with my
critically-oriented worldview. Ultimately, my goal as an educator is to inspire social awareness
and social change through education. I can often see myself in some of the struggles that my
students face, and I realized that my relationships within my school, and ultimately the
methodology and interpretation of my research, might be affected by my own experiences
(Crotty, 1998). As a result, I was mindful of my intention to act collaboratively with my subjects
and not judgmentally (Glesne, 2016).
To further explore this topic, I wanted to first understand how multiply-marginalized
students respond to more diverse literature. Research suggested that multicultural literature
helps individuals from minority cultures to gain new knowledge and appreciation about their
own heritage and assists individuals from dominant cultures to better understand cultures other
than their own (Gilton, 2011).

I also wanted to gauge how interaction affects students’

perceptions of the literature. Khatib (2011) noted that subsequent and insightful discourse is one
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of the best ways to demonstrate that learning. In order to answer these questions, students
engaged with a diverse selection of literature and a variety of CRT strategies that are outlined in
the appendices. It was my hope that the answers would provide insight as to how students could
actively strategize to connect their backgrounds, culture, and experiences to the texts that they
had read.
I also wanted to know if inserting a critical culture perspective into multiply-marginalized
students’ readings would translate into other areas of their lives. I was curious to see if tapping
into students’ cultural assets would affect their perspectives on their positionality outside of the
literature and outside of the classroom. Cultural capital refers to the collective knowledge
attributed to a group of people that is gained through interactions with family, culture, and the
environment, rather than formal education (Emdin, 2017). In order to accrue cultural capital,
Emdin (2017) suggested acknowledgement of the different forms of cultural expression as assets,
rather than deficiencies of teaching and learning.
Instead, schools are notorious for assigning hierarchical values to cultures, almost
exclusively placing dominant, Eurocentric cultures as aspirational, educational goals (Olneck,
2000). Teachers must create curriculum and utilize resources that not only include the
marginalized identities of students, but also sustain their histories, cultures, and experiences in
order to counter the existing master narratives (Paris, 2012). Acceptance of these new literacies
opens teachers to new knowledge of their students and moves students towards acceptance of
academic content as relevant to their own lives (Emdin, 2017). I posit that once students were
able to recognize the value of their own cultures, they would be able to transfer this recognition
to situations outside of the classroom, thus furthering the democratic perspective of education.
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Finally, I wanted to know how these interactions with literature might affect multiplymarginalized students’ feelings towards literature going forward. After the unit, students would
need to be debriefed in order to reflect on the value of their experiences within the culturally
relevant education (CRE) classroom and how they might benefit them moving forward.
My original research proposal did not include question #1, which was added after I
initiated my study. In getting to know my students, I discovered that I needed to understand the
perceptions that they had about reading literature, prior to being exposed to CRE. In most epic
folklore, the reader joins the Hero’s journey in the middle of the action. The term for this literary
phenomenon is “in media res,” Latin for “in the midst of things'' (''In media res,” 2020).
Homer’s hero Odysseus, from the epic The Odyssey, is first encountered on his way home from
his hard-fought victory in the Trojan War, which is told in the preceding epic The Iliad. Those
familiar with the story recall that the homesick warrior then recounts his adventures to the
captivated Phaeacian audience who, in turn, gift Odysseus with a ship to continue his voyage
home. Even some young adult literature (YAL) titles that adopt the traditional, sweeping epic
style begin “in media res” by dropping the reader into the middle of the action. For example,
Sonia Nazario’s Enrique’s Journey opens with the chaos of Enrique’s mother’s departure from
Honduras to America and the nine-year-old’s subsequent decision to follow her. Jason
Reynold’s Long Way Down begins with the protagonist Will’s heart-wrenching decision in
aftermath of a violent murder. Much like the war-wearied warrior of The Odyssey, the brave
immigrant of Enrique’s Journey, or the anguished vigilante of Long Way Down, many students
are on an odyssey, and like almost every hero’s story, it begins “in media res.” It was important
for me to recognize that my students entered my classroom in the middle of their stories that
often included baggage from previous ELA experiences.
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To interrogate these issues, I formulated the following research questions:
1. What are the attitudes of multiply-marginalized students about reading literature in
school?
2. How do multiply-marginalized students interact/transact with literature and each other
within a CRE course?
3. According to multiply-marginalized students, how does adopting a critical stance with
literature affect the way they view/react/interact/transact with their curricular and extracurricular environments?
4. How do multiply-marginalized students describe their experiences with the literature
within a CRE course?

Research Design
Qualitative inquiry often examines complex social issues and requires the collection of
data that cannot easily be reduced to numbers. Qualitative research involves studying a
phenomenon within its natural setting and allows for small, intentional sample selection, usually
within its natural environment (Merriam, 1998). In order to determine which approach to take
for qualitative study, Merriam suggested that researchers examine their orientation towards
research, the purpose of the research, and the desired outcomes of the research. Merriam (1998)
further recognized three orientations of qualitative research: positivist, interpretive, and critical.
At the genesis of a study, researchers must decide which type of inquiry, quantitative or
qualitative, best suits the needs of the research. To aid in this decision, Merriam (1988) outlined
the following five main characteristics of qualitative research: it explores the meaning
constructed from its participants; the researcher is responsible for data collection and analysis; it
typically involves fieldwork; it is based on inductive inquiry around a hypothesis or supposition;
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and the data is mostly descriptive. Both qualitative and quantitative researchers desire rigor
when conducting research, and qualitative researchers take great pains to increase rigor in their
studies. The versatile and complex nature of qualitative research makes it best suited for areas
where differences are a focal point. For these reasons, qualitative research is best used in social
disciplines and is often used in educational research (Glesne, 2016; Merriam, 1998).
Qualitative inquiry has many strengths, including depth and breadth of study, flexibility
and complexity of study, powerful human perspectives, and transferability of the study to
alternative settings. Weaknesses of qualitative inquiry may include potential for researcher bias;
difficulty in maintaining rigor; voluminous amounts of data; time consuming analysis;
skepticism from other scientists; issues of confidentiality for participants; and lack of clarity in
presentation (Anderson, 2010). However, when research is properly executed, researchers can
achieve a quality study with credible and trustworthy results. Merriam (1998) advocated for
stringent data collection procedures by providing detailed techniques and procedures for
effective data collection. Merriam’s (1998) data analysis technique suggested a simultaneous
collection and analysis of data, creating a recursive and iterative process. Finally, Yazan (2015)
posited that Merriam’s (1998) approach to ensuring credibility and trustworthiness by providing
additional guidelines and strategies by which data may be cross-checked may offer a more
novice-friendly alternative to other techniques, like triangulation.
Case studies are designed for in-depth inquiry and are generally concerned with the
process more than the product (Merriam, 1998). Merriam (1998) viewed qualitative case study
as “an intensive, holistic description and analysis of a bounded phenomenon such as a program,
an institution, a person, a process, or a social unit” (p. xiii). By nature, the field of education is
conducive to case studies; however, even the premier social sciences researchers fail to agree on
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the design or methodologies involved (Yazan, 2015). Stake (1995) asserted that the main points
of interest in both education and social science are “people and programs” (p. 1). Yin (1989)
posited that case studies are most appropriate when the research seeks to answer “how” and
“why” questions, the researcher can exert no control over the participants’ behavior, and the case
is based on a contemporaneous, as opposed to historical, phenomenon. Predicated on Yin’s
(1989) definition, Noor (2008) defined a case study as an “empirical inquiry that investigates a
contemporary phenomenon within its real-life context using multiple sources of evidence” (p.
1602).
Merriam (1998) posited that qualitative research based on the perspectives of the subjects
themselves offer the best opportunity for new insight and gains in the field of education and
further differentiated this approach by highlighting the unique attributes of case study. Building
on Merriam’s (1998) position, Yazan (2015) characterized case studies as being, “Particularistic
(it focuses on a particular situation, event, program, or phenomenon); Descriptive (it yields a
rich, thick description of the phenomenon under study; Heuristic (it illuminates the reader’s
understanding of the phenomenon under study)” (p. 139). This approach provided for a detailed
approach to the research process, which included conducting a review of standing literature,
establishing a theoretical framework, identifying the research problem, developing research
questions, and conducting purposive sampling (Yazan, 2015). Under this approach, the preferred
method of data collection was in observations, questionnaires, open-ended focus group surveys,
as well as classroom artifacts in the form of journals, essays, and projects. Long-term
observation and interaction with students and various curricular, co-curricular, and extracurricular programs allow for the “thick, rich description” that is necessary for good qualitative
data analysis (Creswell, 2014, p. 326).
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While Merriam’s (1998) stance appears to be an amalgamation of other well-known
qualitative researchers, the constructivist perspective, theoretical framework, and detailed
guidelines for data collection and analysis was the most effective approach for this novice
researcher. Merriam’s (1998) criterion lends itself to the everyday workings of the classroom,
during which teachers are often examining various means of instruction in order to find the most
effective methods while observing the real-time results of the prescribed instruction.
Qualitative inquiry hinges on the idea that research is “co-constructed by researchers and
participants” (Roger et al., 2018, p. 532). During this process, the researcher spends a good deal
of time in the field of study, in contact with the participants (Merriam, 1998). The participants’
experiences are embedded with meaning, and the researcher examines the meaning through their
own filter or emic (Merriam, 1998). While research implies that qualitative research requires
good relationships between the researcher and the subjects, this premise makes it imperative that
the researcher practice reflexivity throughout the research process (Roger et al., 2018). My
transformative perspective of this study of culturally responsive instruction to engage students
who have been marginalized in multiple ways warranted a qualitative approach (Creswell, 2014).
Further, in order to fully address the experience of these multiply-marginalized students with
culturally responsive education (CRE) and more specifically multicultural literature, Merriam's
(1998) case study outlook was the appropriate qualitative research approach for my study.
Reliability in research addresses the generalizability of research. Reliability asks the
question: Can the research be replicated across different researchers and different projects?
(Creswell, 2014). However, qualitative strengths lie in the particularity of the study, rather than
the generalizability. Nevertheless, the stability of research comes from the careful
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documentation of the procedural methods, as well as a recommended “protocol and database,” so
that other researchers can duplicate the process in a new setting (Creswell, 2014, p. 203).
Trustworthiness, authenticity, and credibility are terms that are used synonymously with
validity in regard to qualitative research (Creswell, 2014). Qualitative researchers have long
acknowledged the concerns surrounding the validity of qualitative research. As a result, research
strategies were developed that assess a study’s trustworthiness, rather than its validity, focusing
on the “credibility, transferability, dependability, and confirmability” (Glesne, 2016, p. 152).
These strategies mirror the strategies often used in quantitative research such as “prolonged
engagement; persistent observation; triangulation or use of multiple methods, sites, and/or
respondents; negative case analysis; debriefing with peers and supervisors, member checking on
collected data and on interpretations; thick description; monitoring of subjectivity; and data and
theory audit trails” (Glesne, 2016, p. 152).
Reflexivity further aided in ensuring trustworthiness in research. Glesne (2016)
recommended examining research observation and interpretation techniques to improve the
chances of conducting a trustworthy study. Triangulation of data helps to mitigate
intersubjectivity issues, and adapting a transformational validity approach to data interpretation
may add credibility to the study (Glesne, 2016). In short, while no research is completely
objective, examination and adjustment of the practices involved in gathering and interpreting
qualitative data can decrease researcher bias and increase validity.

Rationale for Data Collection and Analysis
While Merriam’s (1998) research approach most influenced my approach to the initial
research process, the analysis of the data required broader input from a variety of researchers.
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Yin’s (2003) assertion of data analysis as one of the least understood aspects of case studies
prompted his suggestion that analytic approaches be considered in the planning process of the
research. Compared to quantitative inquiry, there are few, if any formulas or recipes for good
qualitative analysis. Instead, the researcher may often be driven by what Yin (2003, p. 110)
referred to as “rigorous thinking” driven by the researcher’s intuition, instinct, and previous data
(Creswell, 2014). Consequently, varying strategies exist amongst leading qualitative researchers,
all with the common goal of achieving a high-quality analysis of data.
Yin (2003) proposed three general strategies to employ at the onset of the study to
facilitate the analysis of qualitative data, regardless of the nature of the study. First, Yin
suggested closely relating collected data to the undergirding theories of the research. For my
study, these theories were the basis for my four research questions. Second, Yin (2003)
encouraged the consideration of “rival explanations'' (p. 112). During my analysis, I attended to
the findings that challenged what I expected from the research and that provided valuable insight
for emergent categories and themes, as well as considerations for future study. Finally, Yin
(2003, p. 122) suggested a “time-series analysis” that examines trends in phenomena over a
specified amount of time. While this form of analysis may be viewed as more complex, it can
also offer stronger evidence for theoretical connections (Yin, 2003). However, general time
constraints and logistics precluded adopting this strategy for this study beyond the 18-week
period. Yin’s (2009) later iterations included two new strategies: developing a case description
or framework to organize the study and using both qualitative and quantitative data to strengthen
the analysis.
Merriam (1998) posited that the intuitive and emergent nature of qualitative inquiry
demands that all data analysis occur simultaneously and recursively during the data collection
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process. For example, while participants were engaging in the daily journal process, previous
journals were in the process of being analyzed and informed the direction of future journals.
Content analysis was also utilized because it allowed for the concurrent coding of raw data and
the creation of categories and themes that were both predetermined and emergent throughout the
study (Merriam, 1998).
Key to the success of the research was the attention to the descriptions and themes that
emerged within the context of the research site (Creswell, 2014). By starting with one piece of
data and building upon it with subsequent data, taking notes and tracking patterns, themes were
identified that guided my next research steps (Stake, 1995). This type of dynamic and recursive
analysis proved more productive and enlightening than linear analysis (Merriam, 1998).
Because the data collection and analysis were concurrent, Merriam (1998) noted that the
final stages of analysis would be the most intensive. Creswell (2014) suggested moving from
specific statements and observations towards more generalized themes utilizing a six-step
approach for data analysis that includes the following: organizing and preparing the data; reading
all the data; coding the data using a reputable coding system like Tesch’s Eight Steps in the
Coding Process (Creswell, 2014, p. 198) or Saldana’s (2016) The Coding Manual for Qualitative
Researchers; generating descriptions and themes for analysis; presenting findings in a narrative
and or graphic form; and finally interpreting and expressing the implications of the findings.
Two of Bogdan and Biklen’s (1992) suggestions for conducting simultaneous research
were the most relevant to my research: the planning of future data collection based on previous
findings and trying out themes on selected participants based on their data (Merriam, 1998).
Using my previous data to inform my future inquiry helped to guide and focus the study. Stake
(1995) noted this “intuitive processing” as necessary to ascertain meaning (p. 72). Asking more
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pointed, in-depth questions of key participants guided my decisions to either explore or abandon
certain themes. For example, I was able to follow up with certain participants that I deemed as
most forthcoming and introspective about the readings and activities. Stake (1995) also noted
the importance of focusing “the best analytic time on the best data'' (p. 84). Because of the large
amount of data that I accumulated, I had to actively pare down the data into workable themes,
while discarding some extraneous data. This process was decidedly different from quantitative
research, which takes great pains to preserve all data collected (Creswell, 2014). With
qualitative data analysis, decisions had to be made about which data were relevant and useful and
which are inconsequential.
Each of the previous researchers brought varying perspectives to the analysis process;
however, each one was also dedicated to the common goal of achieving high quality data
analysis. Wherever it was possible to marry the approaches and strategies of Yin, Merriam,
Creswell, and Stake, I adopted and adapted their prescribed strategies in order to gain the most
insight from the collected data.
All relevant and useful data was analyzed anecdotally and interpreted in the following
three stages: “deconstruction, interpretation, and reconstruction” (Sargeant, 2012, p. 2).
Deconstruction allowed for the breaking down and organizing of collected data into descriptive
categories. Interpretation involved analyzing the categories of data for emergent and convergent
themes, as well as outlying data. Reconstruction required contextualizing data results in a
manner that both explained the relationships and related them to theoretical frameworks and/or
practices (Sargeant, 2012). This strategy closely aligned with Yin’s (2016) five-step strategy for
qualitative data analysis: (a) compiling of data, (b) disassembling of data, (c) reassembling of
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data, (d) interpreting data, and (e) concluding data. Presumably, within these steps lies the
framework for high quality data analysis.
Manual coding by culling transcriptions, categorizing codes, and comparing and
contrasting themes was utilized in my analysis of data, utilizing the aforementioned hand-coding
techniques (Creswell, 2014). I decided against utilizing CAQDAS because, while they may
make data management less tedious, allowing for more productive data analysis, they can also
negatively affect analysis by influencing the researcher’s methodology decisions, alienating the
researcher from the data, and violating participant privacy (Merriam, 1998). I preferred to be
hands-on with the data, writing out and organizing themes and codes as they developed
throughout the course of the data analysis.
Data findings were reported in a narrative format that is in line with the multicultural
narrative inquiry approach. (Phillion et al., 2005) noted the value in viewing curriculum as a
narrative of the collective lives of teachers and students within the classroom. In keeping with
the Hero's Journey theme, data was compiled into archetypal characterizations. Jung (2014)
posited that archetypal characters are part of the collective human psyche, and as such can aid in
the understanding of human behavior. Jung subsequently created 12 stereotypes that he believed
represented society’s “collective subconscious” (2014, p. 4). Student data was reported
according to corresponding archetypal characterizations. For example, student data that
exhibited curiosity and a willingness to go deeper to understand the restrictions of monolithic
perspectives in literature was characterized within “The Explorer” archetype, and a subsequent
character profile was explicated.
Sargeant (2012) posited that the “rigor and quality” of qualitative research hinges on the
data “authenticity” and the analysis “quality” (p. 2). Sargeant (2012) cautioned that to ensure the
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authenticity of the data, the following components must be considered: data triangulation,
questioning and interviewing methods, disclosure of researcher-subject relationships, and
researcher reflectivity. Sargeant (2012) further suggested that trustworthiness could be achieved
by carefully considering the data analysis procedures, particularly disparities in findings,
addressing researcher biases, and the usage of CAQDAS. Measures were taken to ensure
qualitative validity, including triangulation of data, member checking, detailed descriptions, and
reflexivity (Creswell, 2014).
As previously noted, in some instances, the benefits of a case study lie in its peculiarity to
the phenomenon and the outcome. In fact, Creswell noted that qualitative research’s value lies in
“particularity rather than generalizability” (2014, p. 327). In this case, case studies provided
insight about the unique contextual aspects of the research. Pinar (1991) asserted that the context
or “place” of a study holds emotional and sociocultural significance and is as cogent as the
“domains of race, class, and gender” (Kincheloe & Pinar, 1991, p. 166). By building on the
insight gained from the social and personal implications of the study and utilizing proper
research protocols, studies can often be replicated and compared to other cases, and subsequent
findings may be disseminated beyond the case in order to influence educational legislation and
practices (Creswell, 2014; Simons, 2009). Good education policy can positively affect countless
generations; likewise, bad education policy can have the most far-reaching and dire implications.
Consequently, it is my assertion that the research findings can be used to inform future
instructional practices.

Rationale for Narrative Inquiry
It is not only prudent, but also practical to utilize storytelling when attempting to make
sense of human experiences. Every day students arrive at schools with “stories” that can either
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contribute to or hinder their success. While some stories are of familial and community support,
economic privilege, and opportunity, others are of marginalization, systemic othering, and
economic disadvantage. The epic journey on which these students embark can either make them
or break them, and teachers must meet these students wherever they are and sherpa them on their
next leg of the journey. Some are privy to the winds that blew them here, others are only as
knowledgeable as students are vulnerable. Either way, their story has already begun, and it is up
to their teachers to help them continue the narrative. Likewise, those who wish to facilitate the
telling of these students’ stories must be willing to work in tandem with the storytellers to make
meaning of the stories through the construction and interpretation of the narratives (Savin-Baden
& Niekerk, 2007).
Connelly et al., (2003) posited that based on Dewey’s (1938) theory of experience,
narrative inquiry is fundamentally the study of life and occurs “when matters are puzzling,
intractable, or no longer amenable to existing theoretical frames and social discourse (p. 366).
Connelly et al., (2003) further posited that when it comes to research, multicultural narrative
inquiry (MNI) is a critical tool for understanding and pursuing the democratic experience that is
the goal of most educational institutions. Narrative inquiry, as a method of research, seeks to use
subjects’ stories as data and/or to present data findings in the form of narratives. Ideally, the
stories collected would be reflective of experiences, both lived and told, through both study and
literature (Savin-Baden & Niekerk, 2007).
Proponents of narrative inquiry argue that amongst the accepted methods of research,
storytelling is the closest to real-life events, and thus is most effective as a means of
understanding the participants (Savin-Baden & Niekerk, 2007). In fact, narrative inquiry is at
the intersection of condition and conversation, which is the bread and butter of research in the
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social sciences. The study of educational experiences lends itself to narrative inquiry because
“humans are storytelling organisms who lead storied lives” (Savin-Baden & Niekerk, 2007, p.
461), and students are often the most fabled organisms of all. Connelly et al. (2003) posited that
life is the starting point of research, and that the researcher is simply there to observe life in its
natural state.
Connelly et al. (2003) further argued that narrative inquiry is at the core of the social
implications of multiculturalism, and that the marriage of the two was inextricably linked to the
pursuit of democracy: “Multiculturalism names a puzzle or disquiet in social life, and it names a
democratic attitude towards thinking about social life” (p. 368). According to Connelly et al.
(2003), multiculturalism is a way of living and narrative inquiry is a means to think about that
way of living; therefore, multicultural narrative inquiry is a method that honors the democratic
nature of both concepts.

Problem Statement
The persistent problem that plagues education is that school districts, schools, and
teachers often institute and employ programs, policies, and practices rooted in deficit-model
thinking that exacerbate the issue of low student engagement, instead of establishing and
utilizing responsive and sustaining programs, policies, and practices to engage various
marginalized student populations. On a larger scale, deficit-model thinking can lead to the
creation of institutional frameworks that can affect both the way that teachers interact with
certain groups of students (Semingson, 2014) and student engagement (Yull et al., 2014).
Unless school districts, schools, and teachers are actively implementing programs, policies, and
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practices designed to be both responsive and sustaining to these marginalized groups, they may
be unwitting participants in systems that can exacerbate the problem of student disengagement.
Amongst the challenges that face education stakeholders is intentionally and
consistently considering the diverse identities and needs of students when planning instruction.
Marginalizing factors can imperil young people and increase their likelihood of not finishing
school (McGregor & Mills, 2011). The emphasis on traditional means of engagement deflects
attention from the school’s responsibility to be culturally responsive to these groups (Vega et al.,
2015). Montero (2019) posited, “Colonial and White supremacist ideologies in schooling
practices that disadvantage nondominant-culture youths” persist through practices that have
dominated and impacted minority and marginalized groups for centuries (p. 699-700). By
adopting a culturally relevant teaching approach, educators can more readily meet the needs of
an increasingly diverse student population.

Research Design
Participant Selection
Sargeant (2012) asserted that participant selection in qualitative research should be
purposeful, as opposed to the random selection process that is characteristic of quantitative
research. Study participants should “best inform the research questions and enhance
understanding of the phenomenon under study” (p. 1). The decision to include all four classes in
my study was based on student scheduling due to the unique and transient nature of the students.
Students are often able to choose their own schedules and may finish early due to Self-Directed
Learning courses or drop classes due to failing grades and/or scheduling conflicts; therefore,
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some students may leave the class before the conclusion of the study. To mitigate these possible
circumstances, the study began with the greatest number of participants that I could gather.
The study was bound to my four, Sophomore English Language Arts classes. The
demographic make-up of these classes closely mirrored the composition of the school. Of the 41
students sampled, 9 (21%) were African American, 2 (5%) were White, 2 (5%) were Asian
American, 3 (7%) were biracial, and 25 (61%) were Hispanic. Of these students 24 identified as
male, 14 identified as female, 2 identified as non-binary, and 1 identified as transgender female.
It is interesting to note that there were no African American females or White females in the
sample because the two who enrolled were dropped from the course before any significant data
could be collected.
In addition to being demographically diverse, the sample was socially and economically
diverse. Many of the students in the sample held part-time or full-time jobs, and some were
either sole or partial economic contributors to their households. All students were invited to
participate in the study. AHS tends to lose many students each semester, either by choice or by
force, so beginning with a larger sample size increased the chances of having a substantial, yet
manageable sample size at the end of the study. Additionally, this sample size allowed for “data
saturation” (Sargeant, 2012, p. 1).

Data Collection
This study took place over two semesters within four class periods of Sophomore English
Language Arts. Each semester lasts for 9 weeks, or approximately 35 days. Each class period is
2 hours and 5 minutes long. Student demographic information, including information about
race/ethnicity and social identity are provided in Appendix A. Data was collected through
surveys, journals, class discussions, focus group and individual interviews, and assessments.

ADOPTING A CRITICAL CULTURE STANCE TOWARDS LITERATURE

102

Both groups participated in the approved protocols and participated in the same general
instructional activities. The primary difference between the two groups was that they read
different multicultural texts. The first group read Meet Me Halfway by Jennifer Morales and the
second group read Look Both Ways by Jason Reynolds. Both texts were similar in that they were
comprised of intermingled short stories. I have provided summaries of both books in Appendix
B. I was primarily interested in the effect that the different choice of literature had on the
engagement of the students. For this purpose, the majority of the data from the second group of
students was centered on their responses to the literature. Data was hand-coded using content
analysis which allowed for the simultaneous collection and coding of raw data, as well as the
creation of categories and themes that were both predetermined and emergent throughout the
study (Merriam, 1998).
To ensure that students had ample opportunities to express themselves and demonstrate
understanding and engagement throughout the study, a variety of data resources were employed.
In addition to the Pre and Post Surveys (Appendices C-D); the Focus Group Survey (Appendix
E); and the Aesthetic/Cultural/Efferent (ACE) Survey (Appendix F), a wealth of information was
gained from the Daily Journals (Appendix K) and the subsequent Discussions, as well as the
Performance Final/Reflection Essay (Appendix N). The Pre Survey was administered at the
initiation of the collection of data for both groups, and the Post Survey was administered at the
conclusion of the collection of data for both groups. The Daily Journals were assigned every day
and administered in a Discussions forum on the district’s online eClass site, similar to the D2L
site used by many educational institutions.
Classroom Discussions followed the majority of the Daily Journals, and students were
required to provide a written response to at least one of their classmates. Some Classroom
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Discussions were recorded but were of minimal use because the sound was hindered because of
the protective masks and face coverings that were part of COVID protocol during this research.
The Focus Group Survey and ACE Survey were administered midway through the course, and
the Performance Final Essay and Project were assigned at the end of the course.
In addition to these protocols and formative assessments, students also participated in
various instructional activities that are included in Aronson and Laughter’s (2016, p. 167)
framework for CRE: building on prior knowledge and “cultural assets” to access academic
content, engaging students in “critical reflection” about their cultural backgrounds, facilitating
“cultural competence” or pride and validation of one’s culture, and promoting the “critique of
discourses of power” in order to bring about social reform. Some of these activities can be found
in the appendices (H-J).
Many of the instructional tools used were designed to foster introspection and subsequent
discussion. Most assignments were followed by a debrief and class discussion. In addition,
students were given full disclosure about the nature of my research and how their data would be
used. Although I included data from all of the students in the class, some participants’ responses
are more visible throughout the research because they provided more thoughtful and
introspective answers to the questions.
To accurately capture the voice of the students, all transcripts are presented verbatim; this
includes errors in writing conventions, unless they required editing for clarity. The use of
recorded transcripts was limited because the face mask requirement due to COVID protocol
made audio transcription unreliable. In keeping with the Hero’s Journey theme, students were
assigned pseudonyms based on heroic literary and film characters.
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Instructional Activities
Throughout the research period, students engaged with a curriculum that allowed them to
view the literature through a Critical Culture lens. Students examined their own understandings
and perceptions of culture as it related to themselves and their peers through research and Daily
Journals. Student journals included prompts that required in depth reflection of their experiences
and perceptions during specific lessons. Daily Journals were used to facilitate introspection and
instigate subsequent whole-group Class Discussions.
Students also analyzed literature through a Critical Culture lens based in theories of
sociocultural understanding and equity. “Read Woke” is a movement that was started in 2017 by
Cicely Lewis, is a Media Specialist at a high school in Allgooddistrict* County. Lewis’
international, award-winning program has gained popularity and momentum since its inception.
Lewis asserted:
Read Woke is a movement. It is a feeling. It is a style. It is a form of education. It is a
call to action; it is our right as lifelong learners. It means arming yourself with
knowledge in order to better protect your rights. Knowledge is power and no one can
take it away. It means learning about others so that you can treat people with the respect
and dignity that they deserve no matter their religion, race, creed, or color. (Lewis, 2018)
Lewis further clarified that in order for a text to be considered “Woke,” it had to meet several
criteria: “challenge a social norm, give voice to the voiceless, provide information about a group
that has been disenfranchised, seek to challenge the status quo, and have a protagonist from an
underrepresented or oppressed group” (Lewis, 2018). These criteria have been adopted and
adapted to fit the needs of the curriculum and classroom for this study. Examples of the
corresponding assignments can be found in appendices J-K.
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Additionally, students received culturally relevant instruction that included an Aesthetic/
Critical/ Efferent (ACE) analysis of the texts (Appendix F), based on Rosenblatt’s transactional
theory of reading and writing (Marhaeni, 2016). While Rosenblatt acknowledged both the
aesthetic and efferent stances adopted by readers, my curriculum will incorporate what Cai
(2008) argued was missing from transactional theory, a critical stance that takes into account the
cultural positionality of the reader. This approach utilized textual, intertextual, and performative
literacies that required students to critically reflect on texts, activate “prior conceptual and
informational knowledge,” and incorporate and “activate” these literacies in a way that moved
them towards becoming “a fully enfranchised reader in 21st century schools” (Blau, 2003, pp 1820).
A Reflective Essay (Appendix N) was assigned at the end of the semester and was used
to gain more introspective information with specific references to multicultural texts. The
Multimodal Student Project that served as a culminating activity consisted of multiple options
for students to demonstrate understanding of literature and an ability to extend understanding
into a remix of content. Each optional activity adhered to the “disciplined literacy” approach that
was previously outlined in this research (Blau, 2003, p. 19).
The resources and activities that were utilized and/or completed by the participants of this
study have been either designed or chosen to facilitate discourse about culture within the
classroom. The journal /discussion and essay prompts were worded in such a way that
encouraged openness and community amongst students. The literature varied in subject matter,
length, Lexile numbers, and formats to supply the most diverse offerings available within the
resources of both the district and local guidelines. The Critical Culture Analysis was rooted in
both Critical Race and Critical Culture analysis and student discourse topics were derived from
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Rosenblatt’s (1969) reader-response process. Questions were adapted from the Lewis’ (2018)
"Read Woke" program to provide clarity for the participants. The Multimodal Project
assignment utilized differentiation by allowing students to choose their own methods to
demonstrate learning. An example of the student Multimodal Project can be found in Appendix
O). In addition, all assignments adhered to the following English Language Arts Georgia
Standards of Excellence (ELA GSE):
“ELAGSE9-10RL6: Analyze a particular point of view or cultural experience reflected in a
work of literature from outside the United States, drawing on a wide reading of world literature.
ELAGSE9-10RI6: Determine an author’s point of view or purpose in a text and analyze how an
author uses rhetoric to advance that point of view or purpose.
ELAGSE9-10W1: Write arguments to support claims in an analysis of substantive topics or
texts, using valid reasoning and relevant and sufficient evidence.
ELAGSE9-10W2: Write informative/explanatory texts to examine and convey complex ideas,
concepts, and information clearly and accurately through the effective selection, organization,
and analysis of content.
ELAGSE9-10SL1: Initiate and participate effectively in a range of collaborative
discussions(one-on-one, in groups, and teacher-led) with diverse partners on grades 9–10 topics,
texts, and issues, building on others’ ideas and expressing their own clearly and persuasively.
ELAGSE9-10SL4: Present information, findings, and supporting evidence clearly, concisely,
and logically such that listeners can follow the line of reasoning and the organization,
development, substance, and style are appropriate to purpose, audience, and task. ELAGSE910SL5: Make strategic use of digital media (e.g., textual, graphical, audio, visual, and interactive
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elements) in presentations to enhance understanding of findings, reasoning, and evidence and to
add interest “(“ELA Standards 9-12,” 2021, pp.1-8).
In order to gain a broad understanding about students’ perceptions of CRT strategies and
the effect on their engagement, different data types were collected. All of the sources of data
were chosen for the purpose of being able to adhere to the qualitative protocols of high quality
data analysis as prescribed by established, qualitative researchers. A variety of sources is
necessary to provide the “thick, rich description” that is critical to effective qualitative study
(Creswell, 2014, p. 326). After data were collected, they were triangulated in order to identify
emergent themes. Triangulation allowed for clarification of qualitative data by offering various
perspectives of phenomena (Stake, 1995). For example, a written journal, coupled with a class
discussion or observation of behavior, offered more insight into how a participant has perceived
a certain text.

Data Sources
Data sources included participant observations, questionnaires, student focus group
surveys, and artifacts (journals, discussion boards, reflective essays, and multimodal projects).
In addition, I maintained my own field notes of observations of participant behaviors and grades.
Student journals, discussions, and formative assignments reflected the students’ perceptions
during instructional activities and were collected periodically during the semester. The
Multimodal Project and Reflective Essay were summative assignments that allowed students to
demonstrate their understanding and articulate their perceptions of CRE. My field notes, as well
as student artifacts were organized and hand coded according to themes.
Observations were made during the implementation of a culturally responsive lesson.
My research assistant, a colleague who has completed a doctoral program and is knowledgeable
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about data collection, an Assistant Principal who has also completed a doctoral program, and my
Supervising Assistant Principal all observed the Author Chat activity (Appendix M) with
Jennifer Morales, author of Meet Me Halfway: Milwaukee Stories. The observers evaluated
students’ responses to questions and activities, students’ body language and demeanors, as well
as student-teacher interactions, student-author interactions, and student-student interactions
during the activity. The observers were provided with the protocols and trained to conduct
observations that are in alignment with the scope of my study. Because the author was remote,
the observations took place through the Zoom feature. The observers had access to the Zoom
session. An example of the observation protocol can be found in Appendix G.
Pre-instruction, open-ended questionnaires were developed and administered to students
before the introduction of CRE to gain insight into students’ previous experiences with, and
perceptions of, both traditional literature and multicultural literature, as well as their expectations
of working with multicultural literature. Post-instruction, open-ended questionnaires were also
administered to gain insight into students’ feelings about multicultural instruction at the
conclusion of the course. The questionnaires provided a portion of the data needed to answer the
prescribed research questions. The questionnaires were administered digitally, in a face-to-face
(F2F) setting. An example of the questionnaire protocols can be found in the appendices.
One recorded, semi-structured interview was conducted with a selected student and
subsequently transcribed and coded both flat and axially to discover emergent and correlative
themes (Westat, 2002). Other informal interviews were conducted with various participants
during the course of the research.
A Focus Group Survey was administered to all participants. Originally, these surveys
were meant for a selected group of students; however, as class membership dwindled, I decided
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to administer the survey to all participants. An example of the Focus Group Survey protocol can
be found in (Appendix E). Interviews were reviewed and analyzed multiple times according to
the standard steps outlined in qualitative research. These steps included: familiarization with the
transcripts from the focus group interviews; compiling, analyzing, and categorizing for relevance
using hand-coding; grouping and comparing by category, and finally, interpreting perceptions of
the phenomenon (Craven, 2008). Using various forms of data allowed for triangulation in order
to support themes and categories.
Student artifacts were collected in the form of both formative and summative assessments
of the activities noted in the previous “Instructional Activities” section. Student artifacts were
examined for emergent themes and hand coded using word tables.

Data Analysis
Qualitative data analysis was a multi-part process of analyzing the data and subsequently
describing the data in narrative terms through detailed descriptions of the context, participants,
and resulting artifacts and discussions. Narrative depictions of the participants’ lived
experiences facilitated the critical theory ideology that undergirds this study (Merriam, 1998).
Data was analyzed using open, axial, and selective coding methods. First, student
responses were reviewed and organized according to topic. The following codes were created
based on the Research Questions: Education, Culture, Literature, Transfer. Student responses to
the protocols were distributed into the created categories. Next, axial coding was employed in
order to draw connections between the codes. These codes were then organized into themes, as
they related to each of the Research Questions. Within these themes, sub-themes began to
become evident, and subsequent student responses, observations, and artifacts were
disaggregated into the corresponding themes and sub-themes. In the final stage of analysis,
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selective coding occurred, during which I reconstructed the data to construct a theory that
connected to the original Research Questions.
Delimitations
I originally planned to sample only one semester, but I later decided to extend my
research period in order to gather more data and obtain the largest sample over the longest period
of time. The sample began with 63 students and concluded with 41 students, due to withdrawals.
Regardless of students’ end of course status, all data was utilized for the research. To clarify,
even the data of students who did not successfully finish the semester, whether by dropping or
failing the course, were included in the findings.
Limitations
My primary logistical considerations hinged upon the availability of my participants for
this case study. My school is undergoing a restructuring that will completely shift how we
currently educate students. While this discussion is in the opening stages, it is my interpretation
that we are entering an age of “concierge teaching,” wherein students have 24/7 access to
content, resources, instruction, and instructors. AHS has already been at the forefront of this
innovation, offering night courses, online Self-Directed Learning (SDL) courses, Saturday and
Sunday classes, as well as a satellite campus that is centrally located within a local mall.
While I am wholeheartedly on board with increasing accessibility to education,
particularly for AHS’ unique population, and I have experienced some degree of success with
totally distant learners, this hybrid approach posed a potential problem for my study. During the
time of my research, student attendance and participation were inconsistent, largely because of
the COVID protocols that were in place. If students contracted COVID-19 or suspected that they
had, they might miss several days of F2F instruction. This dynamic made it challenging for me
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to do the following: a) engage students in F2F discussions, b) observe student interactions with
each other, and c) have simultaneous activities, since online learners were able to work at their
own pace.
These factors caused many changes in the study. I changed my context to include
alternative/nontraditional education, not only because of the school setting, but also because of
the nature of the instruction. I also had to revise some of the assignments to include more
explicit instruction because students will not always ask for clarification before they begin
working. Literary resources were reduced to all online sources, which limited the selections,
particularly of the novels. Some classroom discussions had to take place totally via Discussion
Boards, which did not garner the same amount of detail and interaction that in-person discourse
would elicit, and consistent virtual participation from students was impossible to achieve. I had
to change the Focus Group Interview into surveys and coordinate them according to myriad
student schedules, COVID protocols and participant comfort levels. Finally, recorded
transcription of the Classroom Discussions were limited because of the required masking
protocol.
Researcher as Instrument Statement and Ethical Considerations
As a result of reflexivity, I realized the potential for bias because of my sociocultural
identity and my role as a teacher. Permission to conduct research from my school
administrators, and IRB approval preceded all data collection. All participation was voluntary,
and participants were informed about the use of the data and provided with full disclosure of the
researcher’s role as a teacher. Participants gave written consent before data was collected and
were allowed to withdraw from the process at any point.
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Conclusion
I began this journey with the expectation that the research would reveal that students
would be engaged with the implementation of CRE strategies. I know, from experience, how the
introduction of literature that speaks to the students can increase engagement and have a lasting
impact on their lives. Previously, my students read the novel Enrique’s Journey about a young
boy’s trek from Honduras to America to be with his mother who was an undocumented
immigrant. Because my students were mostly Latino/a, throughout the unit, they consistently
and surprisingly opened up about how they or their relatives had similar experiences. Some staff
members shared their experiences as well, which resulted in a bonding experience for the school
community.
Similarly, I taught the novel Dear Martin last year, which addresses police brutality
against minorities. My students engaged in research, activities and dialogue that provided a
framework for the content. The unit culminated with a visit from the author, who signed every
student’s book with a personalized message. In both cases, my students shared with me how the
novel, the activities, and the overall experiences impacted them. Anecdotally, I knew the impact
of culturally sustaining texts, but now I wanted to know how the research supported my theory.
Campbell (2019) noted that once the Hero enters the Special World, they are faced with
their greatest fears in order to gain the greatest rewards. This conquest of their fears comes at the
expense of complacency with the Status Quo. In this Special World, the Hero must prepare
themselves for the trials that are to come by being tested for their mettle; it is here where the
Hero may question their qualifications and/or their commitment to the journey (Vogler, 2007).
As an Educator-Researcher-Hero, I have interrogated my own devotion many times along
this path and have threatened to turn back on more than one occasion, but this threshold is the
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point of no return. It is also where the Hero prepares to face the ultimate challenge in the Belly
of the Whale. Here, the Hero must be willing to undergo a metamorphosis, one in which the
Hero may have to die to their old way of thinking in order to embrace a new way of life
(Campbell, 2019). Welcome to the Belly of the Whale; enter at your own risk.
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CHAPTER 4: FINDINGS
Dory: He says it’s time to let go! Everything’s gonna be alright!
Marlin: How do you know!? How do you know something bad isn’t gonna happen!?
Dory: I don’t! (Unkrich & Stanton, 2003)
Shapeshifter: Student as Hero and Teacher as Trickster
In the Belly of the Whale strange things can happen. Heroes can become tricksters and
tricksters may become unwitting heroes. According to Campbell (2019), the Shapeshifter
archetype can be a critical component of the Hero’s Journey. The Shapeshifter is a character
whose role changes during the course of the journey. This character starts out in one capacity,
but the nature of the journey warrants an evolution of responsibilities. Because the Shapeshifter
is in close proximity to the Hero, both physically and emotionally, they are often a catalyst for
the evolution of the Hero (Vogler, 2007). Until now, I have detailed the various steps that I have
taken in the role of the Hero, navigating this strange, new world of research. However, as we
explore a crucial phase of The Hero Cycle, the Belly of the Whale, it may be appropriate to hand
off this role to the true heroes of this journey–the students.
Davis and Weeden (2009) posited that the Hero’s journey is “always about learning”
(p. 71) as the Hero completes their evolution from ignorance to enlightenment and back again.
Davis and Weeden (2009) further acknowledged the importance of returning from this journey
with “boons, in the form of new knowledge and skills, and apply[ing] them to our lives” (p. 71).
Is this not the goal of education in general and of this research, in particular? Educational
scholars agree that learning begins at the point of dissatisfaction for the student, and it is the job
of the teacher to disrupt the students’ status quo by bringing them to this point. Knock, knock,
Neo” (Wachowski &Wachowski, 1999).
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Brown and Duguid (2017) categorized learning as being driven by demand. When
students see no need for change, they will reject learning; however, when students recognize and
acknowledge a void in understanding, they will naturally seek to fill that void. Aronson and
Laughter’s (2016) research established a clear correlation between culturally relevant education
(CRE) and student motivation, student engagement, and student self-efficacy. Students who
participated in CRE demonstrated not only a willingness to learn, but also a desire to discourse
about, and advocate for, social reform (Aronson & Laughter, 2016). It is at this intersection of
desire and resources where the students are the hungriest, the fruit is the ripest, and the culturally
responsive classroom provides the richest harvesting ground.
Often, the teacher acts as the agitator of the Status Quo; however, sometimes in
nontraditional settings such as Allgood* High School, students, with gentle prodding, may come
to this realization on their own (Davis & Weeden, 2009). Many AHS students report dropping
out of school, only to return once they are confronted with the realities of life with some form of
education. In this instance, the roles may reverse, and the students embark on this journey
themselves. This exchange of roles is couched in DePorter et al.’s (1999) concept that the cycle
of learning requires an exchange during which the teacher enters the learner’s world.
My constructivist proclivities have led me to concur with Brooks and Brooks’ (1999)
assessment that authentic learners are in the business of resolving discrepancies, while authentic
teachers are in the business of presenting said discrepancies. The caveat is that teachers do not
know the amount of investment that students might have in any topic; that is completely
subjective to the learner (Brooks & Brooks, 1999). However, when teachers are able to activate
students’ prior knowledge, of which cultural background plays a huge part, they are more likely
to highlight discrepant areas. If and when the learner decides that they cannot live with the
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Status Quo, and they must seek to resolve the discrepancy, they have indeed accepted the Call,
and thus embarked on their own heroic journey.
Davis and Weeden (2009) cautioned against the teacher taking the traditional role as
Sage, as it assumes unwarranted power and, in fact, usurps the power of the learner. They
further warned that this role breeds arrogance and stymies the potential for inner development in
both the teacher and the learner. Instead, Davis and Weeden offered the role of Trickster to the
teacher, as it allows for the “dual responsibility of the teacher as both supporter and challenger”
(2009. p. 76). They likened this exchange to that of Dorothy and the Wizard of Oz. Initially,
Dorothy seeks the Wizard for answers, only to find that he does not have them. It is only after
the curtain is drawn back, and the Wizard’s inadequacies are revealed, that Dorothy realizes that
she holds the answers and always has. It is within this Trickster role that the educator, with the
right resources, can inspire curiosity, “wisdom and insight” (Davis & Weeden, 2009, p. 76).
Even more important is the Trickster’s role as the “disrupter[s] of culture” by both
“creating and crossing boundaries” and illuminating hidden discrepancies (Davis & Weeden,
2009, pp. 76-77). In essence, Tricksters can lead Heroes to question the seemingly unshakable
tenets of culture that tend to continuously target and marginalize minority segments of the
population. The Trickster’s role is to initiate “lively talk where there has been silence, or where
speech has been prohibited…[and] speak[s] freshly where language has been blocked, gone
dead, or lost its charm” (Hyde, 2010, p. 76). As I have previously stated, Daily Journals and
Classroom Discussions are a daily catalyst for both introspection and dialogue amongst future
heroes. Tricksters are called to speak the unspeakable, thus opening a pathway for dialogue and
ultimately reform.
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Student Profiles
In the interest of the multicultural narrative inquiry (MNI) methodology that has guided
this research, the data will be presented in narrative form, through the voices of selected
participants in the study. Both the academic and narrative nature of MNI serve the topic and the
context of this research, and by doing so, the research itself becomes a story, complete with a
plot, a theme, and myriad characters (Phillion, 2008).
In addition to conceptualizing the idea of the Hero’s Journey, Campbell (1949) identified
eight distinct character archetypes that permeate this journey, and throughout the ensuing years,
other theorists have added, subtracted, and/or combined these characteristics into multiple
versions. Though many different iterations of these characters exist, the basic tenets are easily
identifiable. Throughout the course of this research, I quickly recognized several of my students
as sojourners who had accepted the call, albeit reluctantly or unwittingly. Nevertheless, some of
these students found themselves at the portico of the Special World. I selected these five
Student-Heroes as my focal participants, chosen because of their willingness to be candid and
vulnerable about their experiences in the classroom. Each of the Student-Heroes exhibited one
or more of the characteristics of some of Campbell’s (2019) archetypal characters.
Kat: The Hero/Orphan
The archetypal Hero is a protagonist commissioned to save the day, all whilst exhibiting
bravery, determination, and integrity. Examples of this archetype in contemporary texts and
media are Katniss, Luke Skywalker, and Harry Potter (“Writing 101: The 12 literary archetypes,”
2021). Like the Hero, the Orphan archetype is tenacious. The Orphan’s strengths include
survival instincts and empathy for others. They are often reluctant heroes, but they have the
most to gain if they finish the journey. However, their lack of self-confidence and desire to
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please may be stumbling blocks to the completion of their journey (“The 12 character
Archetypes you should know (with examples),” 2021).
Kat defines themselves as Black, Hispanic, and nonbinary. They are diminutive, even
squirrely, with a nervous energy that seeks me out, even from across the room. Their outfit of
choice consisted of an oversized sweatshirt with graphic buttons and emblems that spoke to their
beliefs, even as they hid behind glasses, a head of curly hair and a kitty cat mask. They often
remained after class to chat with me about academic and personal issues. In fact, I
recommended Kat for a role on a global student advisory council for which they were approved.
When I experienced the sudden and devastating loss of my mother during this study, it was Kat
who waited timidly outside my door to present me with a handmade card. Upon opening the
card, I was emotionally moved to see not only the signatures of Kat’s classmates, but also those
of my colleagues. It was later reported to me that Kat had nervously, but relentlessly sought out
each signature.
Kat participated in both semesters of the course and was generally enthusiastic and
willing to share her writing and ideas with others. Kat maintained a very high attendance rate
and grade across both semesters, earning grades in the upper 90s. In the interest of full
disclosure, I developed quite an affinity for Kat. Their strong work ethic and quiet conviction
for living in their truth inspired me to create and maintain safe spaces for all of the students to
discover and amplify their voices. Because of Kat, and students like Kat, this line of research is
critical.
CRE is crucial to Kat’s ability not only to survive, but also to thrive in school. Kat
revealed to me that they had been bullied ever since they realized that they were not like the
other kids in their class. Kat has always outperformed their classmates, but their light had been
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dimmed out of fear of drawing attention to themselves. In middle school, Kat often went home
hungry because bullies had taken their lunch, preying on what they perceived as weakness in
Kat. They failed to realize the power of Kat’s intelligence and strength of their psychological
resilience. During middle school, Kat never quite connected with ELA courses, mainly because
of the narrow choice of literature offered. Kat was raised in a multiracial, nontraditional home
with an older sibling who came out as gay in middle school; reading Shakespeare’s Romeo and
Juliet was not exactly a selling point for an ELA class for Kat. Kat did not shun literature that
reflected traditional gender roles. They just wanted texts more aligned with their experiences
and interests.
When Kat first entered my classroom at Allgood* High School, this student was
trepidatious, not knowing what to expect. They took in the room’s aesthetics, from the
encouraging posters on the wall, to the diversity affirming on my desk. They even noticed my
casual style of dress, which often includes jeans, a graphic sweatshirt, and an occasional
statement pin. Kat’s interest was piqued.
From the beginning, the journal topics intrigued Kat, and Kat was 100% invested in
them, writing about everything from her teenage angst to the reported sexuality of penguins.
Though Kat was sometimes too shy to initiate class discussion, they wrote introspective and indepth journals, occasionally sending me private email messages that further expounded on the
topics.
And the literature. Jennifer Morales’s Meet Me Halfway: Milwaukee Stories was unlike
any text Kat had previously read. Unlike the far-removed characters in Romeo and Juliet’s
hierarchical society, Morales’s text presents characters that Kat could relate to, like Taquan, a
biracial boy, and Aunt Bee Bee, a woman struggling to discover her true identity. Like Kat,
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these characters operate in the midst of a confusing and chaotic world. Similarly, TJ from
Jason Reynolds’ Look Both Ways, reminded Kat of their cousin who was similarly annoying and
lacking personal hygiene. For once, Kat didn’t have to struggle to find connections with the
characters. These books' characters were like reflections in a mirror of old friends beckoning to
them from beyond the sliding glass door.
An admitted highlight for Kat was participating in the virtual Zoom session with author
Jennifer Morales. Morales shared that she had grown up in Milwaukee and has been multiply
marginalized by society as a Hispanic, openly gay member of both the educational and political
scene in Milwaukee, WI. By being able to engage in meaningful discourse with Morales, Kat
was able to not only get encouragement, but also gain inspiration from someone who is familiar
with challenges that face people who have been othered by society.
For Kat, it was as if a switch had been flipped. Once they could make the connection
with the literature and participate in discussions in a safe space, Kat was able to access the
potential that lay dormant and unchallenged within them. Kat went from barely passing their
middle school ELA courses with Cs and Ds and sometimes failing altogether, to excelling in
high school ELA, earning two consecutive grades in the 98th percentile of the class. Though Kat
noted that Language Arts remained their least favorite course, they also conceded that they were
no longer as apprehensive about facing the challenges in future related classes. Kat’s shyness
and eagerness to please reflected the Orphan's nature, while this student’s
determination and courage in the face of the challenges embodied the consummate Hero.
Natasha: The Sage/Creator
The Sage is an archetypal character typified by knowledge and insight, but hesitant to
share this knowledge without being cajoled with encouragement or promises of benefits.
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Tangling with the Sage may be challenging, but the insight gained is valuable and often
priceless. Examples of this archetype are Athena, Obi Wan Kenobi, and Hannibal Lecter
(“Writing 101: The 12 literary archetypes,” 2021). While the Sage is powered by wisdom, the
Creator is driven by creative conviction. The Creator has the uncanny ability to create art out of
conflict (“Writing 101: The 12 literary archetypes,” 2021).
Natasha is a Hispanic nonbinary student with hair color that changes like the weather,
one week fiery red and the next, icy blue. They are whip smart, but quiet behind their mask and
glasses. Like Kat, Natasha was enrolled in both semesters of my course, but was less
enthusiastic about actively participating in class. During the second semester, Natasha had many
absences. They required a good deal of encouragement and follow up from me in order to
complete the course successfully.
For Natasha, this ELA experience held different challenges. This student’s timidity
stemmed from battles with anxiety and low self-esteem–both of which threatened to tank their
academic success. During the opening weeks of each semester, Natasha started out strong,
participating in Class Discussions, although hesitantly, and completing and turning in work on
time. However, as each semester progressed, Natasha would become less participatory and more
sporadic in the completion of their work; although interestingly, the quality of work never
declined.
Unlike Kat, Natasha expressed an affinity for reading, but only about zombies. In the
Post Activity Survey, this student reported, “...anything with zombies, just give me the book. I
love zombie things and I guess that will never change” (November 18, 2021). However, by the
conclusion of each semester, Natasha had expanded their reading preferences: “I would love to
read anything cultural now” (PostActivity Survey, September 27, 2021). They even tried to
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blend their two literary loves, “If there was a book about people from different cultures teaching
each other their backgrounds during the apocalypse, I will one hundred percent read it”
(PostActivity Survey, September 27, 2021).
Natasha’s struggles with anxiety were apparent throughout the semester. They often
wrote in the Daily Journals about the difficulties they had remaining focused on schoolwork in
the midst of personal and family struggles. Fortunately, Natasha found support by connecting
with some of the literary characters and activities. Though they struggled more during the first
semester, the second semester’s study of Jason Reynolds’ Look Both Ways: A Tale Told in Ten
Blocks revealed Natasha’s growth and perseverance, just as the book’s characters successfully
dealt with varying stages of fear, anxiety, and control issues. In fact, Natasha shared that their
emotional peaks and valleys paralleled those of Reynold’s characters, and that through their
journeys they had found ways to cope with their own anxiety.
Fortunately, Natasha seemed to have the support of people outside of the classroom, as
well. In fact, this student was one of the few in the class who reported having literary
discussions outside of the class. Natasha wrote, in several journal entries, about talking about
literature and class activities with a less-than-enthusiastic boyfriend. Despite personal
challenges, Natasha demonstrated both academic and personal grit as they successfully
completed both semesters.
Although Natasha expressed interest in both the literature and the activities, they
expressed difficulty in focusing during the first semester and subsequently lacked the confidence
to produce the creative portion of the Multimedia Project. However, at the end of the second
semester, Natasha produced a beautiful artistic response to the controversial novel,
demonstrating self-to-text connections to characters and understanding of an underlying theme
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(Appendix P). Natasha’s intellectual insight and artistic vision epitomized characteristics of
both The Sage and The Creator.
Beatrix: The Lover/Explorer
The Lover is characterized by passion and compassion for others, as well as a conviction
for doing what is right. Beauty and the Beast’s Belle is an example of this archetype (“Writing
101: The 12 literary archetypes,” 2021).
The Explorer
The Explorer archetype is driven by a natural curiosity and desire to challenge the Status
Quo. They are often curious and driven by the desire to improve themselves. Both Odysseus
and Sherlock Holmes are exemplars of this archetype (“Writing 101: The 12 literary archetypes,”
2021).
Beatrix, a Hispanic female, is smart and soft spoken. She was prone to reveal more in her
Daily Journal writing than in speaking, as she was not very comfortable speaking up in class.
However, Beatrix enjoyed hearing from her classmates even if she was reluctant to share herself.
Shy and withdrawn, she struggled to maintain even a modicum of social interaction with the rest
of the class. Still, she and Kat seemed to forge a tentative friendship.
Beatrix could be considered ahead of the game in regard to reading and engaging with
literature. She reported that she had no problem reading about topics that interested her. In fact,
on several occasions, she expressed her enjoyment of reading Jennifer Morales Meet Me
Halfway. Beatrix connected with characters on multiple levels and, as a self-proclaimed avid
reader, recognized the connection between interest in the subject and engagement. Beatrix
enjoyed hearing from her classmates, even if she was reluctant to share herself, and throughout
most of the semester, her attendance was consistent, and her work was good quality.
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Through her journals and other assignments, as well as personal conversations, Beatrix
revealed various past and recent personal trauma. Her interaction with Jennifer Morales
uncovered some underlying issues which initiated an intervention by a social worker. In fact,
Beatrix’s trauma, and her struggle to process it properly, threatened to derail her success in the
course. She was nearly withdrawn from the class due to absenteeism. Fortunately, she
rebounded at the very end of the semester, thanks to the collaboration of teachers, school
administration, and the counseling staff. Beatrix’s compassion for others and desire to use what
she learned to improve her situation closely aligned with the characteristics of The Lover and
The Explorer.
Kin: The Outlaw
The Outlaw is a hero who thrives on independent thinking, while rebelling against
societal norms. Unfortunately, the Outlaw’s self-centered single-mindedness can be their
downfall as they may lean towards nefarious behavior to prove their point. Examples of the
Outlaw are Han Solo and Captain Jack Sparrow (“Writing 101: The 12 literary archetypes,”
2021).
Kin, a White cisgender male, was a minority in my classroom. Regardless, he found
common ground with his classmates and spoke confidently about his ideas. He has a learning
disability that impedes his ability to communicate in the written form. His dyslexia manifests in
a distinct form of writing that is rooted in phonetics, rather than the rules of standard English.
He is also a victim to, what could be perceived as, laziness that precludes him wanting to
overcome this disability. However, it is also possible that his indolence could be his way of
masking helplessness and frustration about his disability. Throughout the semester, Kin was
very adamant and candid about his dislike and mistrust of the education system and reading in
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general. More than once, Kin declared proudly that he had never read a book before, and this
unfortunate fact was confirmed by one of his classmates.
Kin has a quick wit and strong opinions about every topic from food to politics. He is
more than willing to share them, but only if it does not require much more than a verbal
interaction; Kin was not going to exert any more effort than was absolutely necessary to pass the
class. In fact, Kin was nearly withdrawn from class within the final two weeks because he
stopped attending class due to illness and refused to complete any assignments from home. His
successful completion of the class required a Herculean effort on my part to keep him
encouraged and to get him back into the classroom to complete his coursework.
Despite the challenges, Kin offered an interesting perspective to the course. He was able
to make connections with characters in unexpected ways. Although he was a minority in the
classroom and literary context, he was able to embrace the diversity of the characters in Meet Me
Halfway and to find common ground with his classmates. Kin’s identity may not be considered
marginalized in the traditional sense; however, his learning disability and his position as a
student considered to be at-risk for failure places him squarely within the multiply-marginalized
category. I consider Kin to be a success story because he reported that Meet Me Halfway was the
first book he had ever read in its entirety. Kin’s outspokenness and rebellious nature are both
characteristic of The Outlaw archetype.
Ulysses: The Seeker
The Seeker archetype has many iterations and is likely most akin to the Wanderer. The
Wanderer is a character who lives by their own rules and rejects assimilating into society with
every ounce of their being. Charming and insightful, the Wanderer brings new and unique
perspectives to the conversation. Sadly, the only way to complete the journey is to be willing to

ADOPTING A CRITICAL CULTURE STANCE TOWARDS LITERATURE

126

sacrifice some anonymity for the good of all, and the Wanderer is not always willing to make
this sacrifice, choosing instead to abandon the journey (“The explorer family: The seeker,”
2015). Part Sage and part Explorer, at the Seeker’s core is the desire for enlightenment.
However, this archetype’s restless nature often gives way to flakiness and unreliability (“The
explorer brand archetype - brand strategy and positioning,” 2021).
Ulysses’ class tenure was short-lived, but memorable. He was a polite, opinionated,
outspoken Hispanic male whose attendance was spotty, but his presence was felt. I looked
forward to Ulysses’ rare appearances in class because he brought both humor and insight into the
conversation. His work was solid, but his work ethic was lacking. During Class Discussions,
Ulysses enthusiastically shared the titles of the self-help books that he was currently reading.
After a class discussion about successful life habits, I even lent him a copy of Darren Hardy’s
The Compound Effect. Sadly, both Ulysses, and my book disappeared about a third of the way
into the semester. I often asked the other students about him, to no avail. In a school like AHS,
students tend to stay to themselves, so no one had any answers.
Although I did not gather a lot of data from Ulysses, he was indeed an important part of
this study. Students like Ulysses slip through the institutional cracks on a daily basis. Ulysses
continues to haunt my subconscious, as I wonder if I could have done more to engage his
curiosity. His lack of productivity during class belies his intelligence and capability, and in
society, people could easily mistake his lack of work as a lack of worth. Indeed, the same energy
that draws us into the Seeker’s aura is the same energy that calls the Seeker to their next
adventure, leaving tatters of potential and scrolls of regret in their wake.
For these Student-Heroes and this Educator-Hero, the journey is unique, yet no less
significant. From the collective voices, we gain more insight into both the individual and the
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experience (Moen, 2006). The use of narratives to elucidate the human experience serves to
preclude the individualization and particularities that sometimes plague research analysis (Moen,
2006). Moen (2006) further claimed that the voices highlighted in narratives help to explicate
both the narrator and the context and further, that stories “must be seen as rooted in society and
as experienced and performed by individuals in cultural settings” (p. 60). These narratives not
only connect an individual to their own experiences and emotions, but also, as predicated on
Vygotsky’s (1978) work, these narratives connect individuals and therefore, “a multitude of
voices are present within an individual’s stories” (Moen, 2006, p. 61). Although the above
profiles represent the most prominent of my students, each participant’s contribution added great
value to this study. Indeed, it is this multivoicedness that helps to illustrate the richness of the
classroom experience (Moen, 2006).
Research has long noted the challenges in providing educational environments that will
both engage and motivate students in nontraditional settings (Scott et al., 2009). Amongst the
challenges is a failure to take into consideration the diverse identities and needs of our students.
This study sought to add to the wealth of research that exists about the relationship between
student engagement and culturally responsive practices within the classroom by providing a
narrative account, straight from the mouths of those most affected by both the response and lack
of response to their cultural needs by the educational system. This chapter contains the findings
of the multicultural narrative inquiry (MNI) of the case study that was conducted to answer the
following research questions:
1. What are the attitudes of multiply-marginalized students about reading literature in
school?
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2. How do multiply-marginalized students interact/transact with literature and each other
within a culturally responsive education (CRE) course?
3. According to multiply-marginalized students, how does adopting a critical stance with
literature affect the way they view/react/interact/transact with their curricular and extracurricular environments?
4. How do multiply-marginalized students describe their experiences with the literature in a
CRE classroom?
These questions were posed to address the problem of deficit-model thinking by school
legislative bodies, which can lead to the creation of institutional frameworks that can affect
student engagement (Yull et al., 2014). School districts, school administrators, and teachers
should actively implement programs and policies designed to be both responsive and sustaining
to marginalized groups, in order to avoid becoming unwitting participants in practices that can
exacerbate the problem of student disengagement. The body of this chapter is organized by
research questions and separated into the emergent themes, as discovered through analysis of
data.
Throughout this study, I have invoked the image of The Hero Cycle to describe my foray
into qualitative research. To summarize, The Hero Cycle is the archetypal journey that many
argue is present in most, if not all, epic tales. The implications of The Hero Cycle reach far
beyond literature and can speak to many real-life situations. This journey has several iterations,
the simplest of which divides the journey into three stages: Separation, Initiation, and Return.
Within each of these stages lie many steps that the Hero must surpass in order to successfully
complete this journey.
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The Separation
In the initial stage of their journey, The Separation, the Hero realizes that the Status Quo
is no longer palatable or desirable, and change is on the horizon. It is in this stage that the
Student-Hero acknowledges that their relationship with the current education system and the
accompanying literature, or Status Quo, is lacking the substance that makes it relevant to their
lives. Davis and Weeden (2009) noted that in order for the hero to accept the Call, they must
first become dissatisfied with the Status Quo. It is this recognition and dissatisfaction that
initiates the learning process. Teachers must be ready when students come to this realization, for
it is in this early stage that engagement is sparked.

Research Question 1
The first question addressed by the research is as follows: What are the attitudes of
multiply-marginalized students about reading literature in school? This question was not one of
the original Research Questions; however, as the study began, I realized that I needed to
establish a baseline of students’ previous attitudes and experiences with education and with
reading prescribed literature in school settings. The students’ responses revealed four recurring
themes:
Theme 1: Students recognized the importance of school but resented being taught things that are
not relevant.
Theme 2: Students generally did not like to read and would not unless it is required.
Theme 3: If a topic interested students, they would be somewhat more likely to read.
Theme 4: Post-reading activities largely affected student engagement.
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Theme 1: Students recognized the importance of school but resented being taught things that
are not relevant.
The first theme that emerged from this question was that students, by and large, realized
the importance of education, but many of them felt that the curriculum is often outdated and
irrelevant to their lives. Several students voiced displeasure at being taught subjects that they felt
they would never find use for in their real lives. One student acknowledged, “School is a big
deal in life, but i would say that not all thing we learn in school would not help in life” (Peter,
Daily Journal, August 11, 2021). Whenever this subject was broached during previous years,
students eagerly offered examples of people they know who they deemed successful without the
benefits of a high-school diploma. Victor wrote, “School important but i jus feel like its not for
everybody and i know plenty of people successful with out it”(Daily Journal, August 25, 2021).
Through further discussion, the students revealed their frustration with having to take
courses like statistics and chemistry, when they felt that they could benefit from more practical
offerings like financial literacy. Diana wrote,
For me personally... it would help out more and be more important if we're taught how to
build our credit , how to take out a loan , how to buy a house, things you actually NEED
to know to be out in the world because in about 3 years we wont even remember how to
solve a quadratic equation unless you want to pursue a career in that course...i wont be
using what i learned in majority of these classes. (Daily Journal, August 27, 2021)
Osiris, often outspoken during classroom discussions, recalled that her brother, who had
gotten his high school diploma and had a good job, had to learn how to write a check from their
mom, who never graduated from high school (Class Discussion, August 28, 2021). This
situation signaled to her that there were critical skills missing from the high school curriculum.
However, regardless of their disposition about education, most of the students conceded that
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education, in general, and school, in particular, are both necessary for the advancement of their
goals. Natasha wrote,
Education is important to me because you need to graduate in order to have a better
paying job than others. If you want to go to college, you need a high school diploma. I want to
go to beauty school and in order to get in, you need a diploma. Even if you don't graduate or
don't want to go to college, education can teach you things on how to take care of certain things
in your life. In one way or another, you need education, even if it isn't school based topics like
math or social studies. (Daily Journal, October 6, 2021)
Ryan similarly reported,
In my life, education is key to most successful goals. I don't want be dumb, less
uneducated than others. So yeah, education play big role in my life. Can't really go no where
without out your high school diploma, unless you wanna make less then roughly $30,000 a year.
I get on my other family members about school, like "get back on track" or "need things turn in".
It's like education is free people do take there schools years for granted because they wish they
had that education. (Daily Journal, October 5, 2021)
When I noted that most students could only speculate as to what they might need later in life, Nat
grudgingly acquiesced, “School to me is just a obstacle that I have to got through. It has a lot of
subjects that i will never use outside school. [But] Since it is the door to do the things that i want
to do in the future I guess it is important. (Daily Journal, October 5, 2021). Indeed, the very fact
that students, particularly students deemed at-risk, were making the effort to attend school even
though they did not want to, indicated that they recognized either the intrinsic or extrinsic value
of education. However, as the discussion progressed over the week, students became more vocal
about their objections to the current education system.
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Some students noted the lack of differentiation of instruction as a point of stress in
school. Teacher's could…improve their way of teaching (by not just being a textbook based
learning instuctor) and actually spice a lesson up that way students will WANT to come to school
and feel motivated enough to feel the NEED to learn the concept to be able to be successful
throughout the remaining school year (Daily Journal, August 13, 2021). Subsequent discussions
uncovered students’ dissatisfaction with the way they were being instructed. In a personal
interview, Kat expressed frustration at being taught in a cookie-cutter fashion, with no regards
for the diversity or different learning styles that exist within schools (December 2, 2021). Diana
expressed a similar opinion and suggested that a combination of formal education and realworld experience would best benefit students (Daily Journal, August 27, 2021). This doubleedged sword of lack of relevance and lack of differentiation can exacerbate the problem of
student disengagement, especially when students are already deemed at-risk for failure and/or
dropping out.
For Kat, Diana, and the myriad students like them, this failure to not only recognize, but
also acknowledge and sustain these cultural differences may be the school system’s largest
failure. Culturally responsive teaching requires that students’ strengths, rather than weaknesses,
be used to initiate learning and further asserts that student achievement increases when teachers
“attend to students’ identities, cultural and linguistic backgrounds, and out of school literacies”
(Piazza et al, 2015, p. 4). It is within this void that the benefits of not only culturally relevant
education (CRE), but also nontraditional methods of education become apparent.
The savvy learner can identify the gaps in institutionalized education and their realities.
The students’ responses demonstrated that they were well aware of the perceived shortcomings
of the current educational programs; the study revealed that students were dissatisfied with the
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current state of education because they felt that it had, in some way, failed or ignored their
experiences. It became apparent through their answers that the students, at this stage of their
education, were starting to realize the importance of what they were being taught and how they
were being taught. Often, it is this initial step of self-discovery that precedes the deeper and
more meaningful process of self-evaluation that can ultimately lead to individual awareness and
widespread reform.
On a more positive side, other students noted the impact that teachers have on their
educational experience. Many said that when teachers showed interest in them, their lives, and
their issues, they felt more empowered in their education. Ava, a soft-spoken, Hispanic student
opined in her journal, “School can be made better by teachers if they really sit down and talk
with students not just on school stuff but real life, teachers so stuck n teaching on getting there
money they don't really know what's stuck on that kid (Daily Journal, August 25, 2021). Another
student noted that her experiences with her teacher enhanced her learning experience.
“I was in my freshman year of high school in English class. The teacher was one of the
best English teachers I had ever gotten. Her class discussions made the book interesting and
really captivating” (America, PreActivity Survey. August 29, 2021).
As evidenced by the students’ responses, the student-teacher dynamic is an integral
component of the student engagement puzzle. The students expressed that the relationships that
they had with the teacher often shaped, or at the very least impacted in some way, students’
perceptions of their educational experiences. According to Aronson and Laughter (2016),
establishment of relationships is one of the tenets of CRE. While this particular theme is not
directly related to my research topic, it is important to understand students’ attitudes about
education in general, in order to contextualize their attitudes about reading. Overall, the fact that
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many of the students still showed up on most days and were willing to take part in the epic
journey that is the educational process signals that, despite the flaws in the educational system,
students consider education a worthwhile venture, and one that they were willing, in various
degrees, to participate in.

Theme 2: Students generally did not like to read and would not read unless it is required.
A second theme that emerged was that the students largely expressed a general
displeasure, dare I say hatred, for reading in general, and reading for school in particular, and
subsequently do not, or will not, read unless it is required. Miguel candidly revealed, “[I’m] not
gonna lie I don't read at all” (Daily Journal, October 5, 2021). Hector similarly stated, “[W]hen
it comes to reading i feel like its a chore rather then a good time” (Daily Journal, October 5,
2021). Furthermore, when students read, especially when they are required to read for school,
their experiences were either unpleasant or unremarkable. Many students were unable to recall
the names of books they had read in previous ELA courses. When I asked students to recall a
book, any book, that they remember reading, very few were able to present a title; however, they
admitted that they were more likely to read if the subject was appealing to them. Jefferson wrote
in his October 21st Daily Journal, “...I will not sit there [and] read a book like the killing of a
mocking bird. I need adventure or action like a Harry Potter or Percy Jackson book. These type
books put my imagination on a payroll.” In other words, Jefferson wanted to know what was in
it for him. If we expect students to buy in to (engage with) what we are selling (teaching), our
educational pitch must appeal to students’ interests. Consider this transaction to be the supplydemand aspect of teaching. Many other students’ opinions mirrored Jefferson’s.
“Personally i hate reading something i don't care about. i don't read books at all. i don't
have any story that i remember reading” (Hector, Daily Journal, August 11, 2021).
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“l dont really like reading a book. The last book l read was l cant remember what book l
read, its been so long” (Bishop, Daily Journal, August 11, 2021).
“I dont like to read, the last book i remember opening was the bible” (Kin, Daily Journal,
August 11, 2021).
For these students, reading is a task that is made even more unpleasant when they are
forced to interact with literature that is both unrelatable and unremarkable. Kat repeatedly
expressed dissatisfaction with previous experiences in ELA courses. In a personal interview,
they expressed a disdain for the educational process in general, as well as one-size-fits all classes
that they largely blamed for poor or failing grades (Personal Interview, December 2, 2021). Kat
attributed these failings to an inability to connect with the literature on a level that inspired
curiosity worthy of exploration or further inquiry.
Fortunately, some students acknowledged that reading is not all bad, and that the subject
is important. America wrote, “Although reading for some people is boring, I believe that you
just have to find the right book for you or article or whatever it is that requires reading” (Daily
Journal, August 11, 2021). Several other students responded similarly:
“Honestly , I have a love hate relationship with reading. As long as i like and am
interested in the book i'm reading i'll enjoy it . On the other hand, if i am not interested in
a book that i planned on reading , I won't read it. There would be times when I needed to
read a book to complete assignments ,and unintentionally I would read the book without
actually paying attention to what it was saying. When that would happen, I would need to
reread what I had already read and had to make sure that I payed attention that time.”
(Beatrix, Daily Journal, August 11, 2021)
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“[I]have a love/hate relationship with reading , it all depends on what i'm reading. A
book that i really enjoyed reading was 'the f it list". i think it stood out to me because i
could relate on losing somebody to cancer and trying to do everything they didn't get to
do”(Diana, Daily Journal, August 12, 2021).
These responses clearly denoted the relationship between subject matter and student engagement.
These students’ answers were indicative of the overall feeling from students that it is difficult, if
not impossible to engage with what they deemed a boring or irrelevant subject. However, these
answers also revealed that students were willing to engage when they found the literary subject
to be interesting or otherwise relevant to them.
“Personally I can get lost reading a book or an article if it relates to something that
really catches my attention or if it helps me on a new topic/skill that I am trying to learn
more of, or get a deeper understanding about the topic” (Ulysses, Daily Journal, August
16, 2021).
“[I]used to hate reading. once i found a book that was really interesting to me, i finally
knew reading was and still is til this day, very therapeutic to me. i really do wish we
could pick our own books to read in class because when it comes to boring books, i get
zero motivation to read it” (Anya, PreActivity Survey, August 11, 2021).
From my own experiences in the classroom, I know that in order to engage students, I must first
hook them by activating their prior knowledge and subsequently connecting a bridge between
their knowledge base and the new content. For example, during my decades-long tenure within
the urban teaching setting, I have required students to write about the similarities between rapper
Jay-Z and the ancient Mesopotamian hero, King Gilgamesh. I have also used students’ text
messages as journal prompts. These references to pop culture and current events have helped to
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garner student buy-in to obscure and unfamiliar texts, and/or facilitate and expedite their
connection to the content. This technique falls squarely in line with Aronson and Laughter’s
(2016) framework for CRE.
Some students even noted that they used to like reading in childhood, but as they got
older, they became less interested in the practice:
When I was in little I would read a great amount. I remember in the fifth grade I read a
million words. I enjoyed reading...Now that i'm older I don't read as much as i need to or
as much as I would like, but still strongly believe in the opinions I had when I was
younger. (America, PreActivity Survey, August 11, 2021)
“I don't read as much as I used to when I was little because of being required to read
certain books the school would give. Not being able to choose the book I wanted to read
or that interests me made my want to read die out.” (Kat, PostActivity Survey,
November 30, 2021)
As a product of and participant in public education, I can attest to being subjected to literature
that is lacking in both diversity and student relevance. Historically, the traditional Western
canon that is promoted in K-12 classrooms has lacked diversity and inclusivity. These student
responses demonstrate how lack of consideration for students’ cultures, background, and
experiences and quash any interest they might have in literature.

Theme 3: If a topic interested students, they would be somewhat more likely to read.
Most students reported that if topics interested them, they would be more likely to read.
This perspective is not surprising, as it is human nature to gravitate towards issues that are
meaningful and connected to us in some way. The following students’ responses demonstrated
the positive correlation between topic and desire to engage:
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If I am interested in what I am reading , I feel more motivated to continue reading in
attempt to finish what I am reading.Also, when I enjoy what I am reading I feel that I pay
more attention to what the book is saying. Me paying attention to what the book is saying
also can drive me to not wanting to stop reading until I reach the end. (Beatrix,
PreActivity Survey, August 11, 2021)
The way I feel about reading is that it can be an escape. What I mean by that is I can
read a book and live through whatever character I chose to get attached too. It can be an
escape from reality…Sometimes it can be an eye opener to you…Every time I read a book
or anything that interests me, I always get so into it. From a kid til now, I hate being
bothered while I'm trying to read, I just want to feel the moment, it's important to me
because sometimes I feel like I'm the character rereading my life. (Natasha, PostActivity
Survey, November 30, 2021)
What these responses reflected was not a disdain for reading, but pushback against a) being
forced to read and b) reading subjects that they were not interested in. While not much can be
done about students having to read, there is much that can be done to pique the interests of
reluctant readers.
Students further described being engaged with literature as a rare occurrence. Kin
reported, “[I]cant recall one ive always tryed to hid from books or have done as little as posabul
to engage with them” (PreActivity Survey, August 11, 2021). However, on those rare
occurrences, engagement took on several appearances.
I decided to give the book a chance , and next thing I know I don't want to put the book
down. I remember that day I didn't want to do anything besides read that book. I ended
up finishing the book that same day and buying one by the same author the next day at

ADOPTING A CRITICAL CULTURE STANCE TOWARDS LITERATURE

139

the book fair. (Beatrix, PreActivity Survey, August 11, 2021)
These students’ responses revealed that they recognize the characteristics of engagement, and
have, at times, been engaged with literature. These results highlighted the need to make these
instances of engagement a regular occurrence, rather than anomalistic events.
Regardless of a somewhat negative view of reading that pervaded many of the students’
responses, some students were able to recognize the benefits of literature and how it could
impact their perspectives. Mari wrote, “Through fiction, we can experience the world as another
gender, ethnicity, culture. Just makes you have a different point of view” (PostActivity Survey,
November 30, 2021). Some students reported feeling empowered by engaging books, “If I liked
what I was reading, I was always so engaged into wanting to finish it, or wanting to know more.
It would have me curious, questioning what could happen or what if the story has a different
meaning. It always made me feel smarter too” (Natasha, PreActivity Survey, August 11, 2021).
Through the responses, students confirmed the desire for onus in their book choices. Students
repeatedly voiced the desire to be able to partner in the education process, particularly as it
pertained to the literature they would be reading and the activities they would be performing.
The students’ responses closely aligned with Schultz (2018) who posited that students must be
included in their own educational processes, otherwise, education could become a dehumanizing
experience.

Theme 4: Post-reading activities largely affected student engagement.
Just like students preferred choice in their reading material, they also preferred choice in
the corresponding activities. Many students noted that they would be more likely to be engaged
in class activities if the topic and/or the activity interested them:
“[I]will do better and really complete my assignments and have them in on time and
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really enjoy it and have fun and learn other than making myself do something i don't
like” (Isis, PreActivity Survey, August 11, 2021).
“I would probably not lose interest right away like I usually tend to do, so it would really
be a plus to read something that will have my full attention” (Osiris, PreActivity Survey,
August 23, 2021).
While this revelation that students would be more engaged if they were performing post-reading
activities that they liked was not necessarily surprising, it did confirm the inverse relationship:
students reported that they were less likely to be engaged if they were not interested in the postreading activity. When students were required to read, they largely preferred class discussions
and hands-on activities after reading. Table A reveals the type of post-reading activities that
students preferred.
Table A

The following student responses supported the results of Table A:
“Discussions would help because it shows how other people feel about it” (Kin,
PreActivity Survey, August 11, 2021).
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I would always love when as a class, we all have to discuss what happened in the book
and how we felt about it. I always engage into these types of activities because it was
always a learning experience for me.It was always interesting to know how someone felt
during a specific part because it makes you start asking questions about yourself.
(Natasha, PreActivity Survey, August 11, 2021)
These accompanying quotes show that students found value in hearing from their peers and
having their own feelings validated by being able to share their ideas in what they perceived to
be a safe space. A distant second preference was students’ desire to work on group projects,
which also involves collaboration. These responses strengthened the argument that students do
perform better and achieve more when they work together (Corso et al., 2013).
The findings from this research question confirmed my suspicion that while some
students may not intrinsically value education in the traditional sense, they do see some extrinsic
value in it, albeit often from familial or societal pressures. Also, students find much more value
in their education when they feel it is relevant to their lives and when they have partnership with
their education. The more cogent issue lies in identifying resources and activities that promote
student involvement and partnering in curricula.

The Initiation
For many students, life outside the Status Quo does not exist. This is where the teacher’s
role as the Trickster becomes of utmost importance. It is the Trickster’s job to disrupt the
normative culture and introduce alternative narratives. The middle passage of this journey, the
Initiation, is one of struggle and success, challenges, and triumphs. It is during this stage that the
Hero will make some mistakes, but it is where these mistakes are made that growth will also
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occur. Haines (1999) likened this stage of the journey to a rollercoaster ride, rife with ups and
downs. During this stage, the Student-Hero begins to struggle with realities placed before them.

Research Question 2
The second research question was as follows: What are multiply-marginalized students’
attitudes about the impact of culture on the classroom environment? I had to predicate this
question with a mini lesson about culture. Initially, many students were hesitant to open up,
partly because they were unsure about the meaning of culture and how it might impact what they
studied this semester. As the semester progressed, they became more confident in voicing their
opinions, especially once they were affirmed and supported by classmates, even though their
viewpoints were diverse. Once again, several themes emerged:
Theme 1: Students were unsure about the meaning of culture.
Theme 2: Once students understood culture, they thought it was important.
Theme 3: Students believed culture does and should influence both society and education.

Theme 1: Students were unsure about the meaning of culture.
I discovered that, just like many adults, students have varied ideas about what culture
entails, and they had a difficult time even defining “culture.” When asked to identify their
dominant culture on the “Culture Conversations Survey,” (Appendix H) which was administered
on August 10, 2021, the following are examples of responses that were elicited:
“The way how I think” (Marlin, Culture Conversations Survey, August 10, 2021).
“[M]y name” (Erik, Culture Conversations Surveys, August 10, 2021).
“[M]echanic” (Peter, Culture Conversations Survey, August 10, 2021).
“[M]y hair, my skin tone, the way i act and speak and what i wear” (Isis, Culture
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Conversations Survey, August 10, 2021).
Initially, I was dissatisfied with these answers because I felt they lacked depth, but after
consulting with a colleague, I determined that these answers were, in fact, indicative of what
students perceived as important reflections of their culture. For example, throughout the course
Peter repeatedly voiced that he was “good with his hands” like others in his family. For Peter,
this is part of his culture, and an indicator of how he views himself. Although I knew that I
needed students to broaden their understanding of culture for the purpose of the activities and the
study, I also realized my need to reflect on my expectations to avoid unwitting bias in my
analysis (Creswell, 2014; Roger et al., 2018). As a matter of fact, education scholars emphasize
the importance of reflexivity and teacher “vulnerability” when exploring sociocultural issues (B.
Schultz, Personal Communication, July 1, 2019; Berry, Personal Communication, July 3, 2019).
With some additional research and discussion, including sharing my sociocultural identification
as an African-American, Christian woman as an example of different cultures, students were
better able to identify their own cultural markers. The following responses indicated their
increased understanding of the term culture:
“American” (Isaiah, Culture Conversations Survey, August 10, 2021).
“My Mexican culture” (Ava, Culture Conversations Survey, August 10, 2021).
“My Salvadoran culture” (Natasha, Culture Conversations Survey, August 10, 2021).
“[N]ew york culture” (Miles, Culture Conversations Survey, August 10, 2021).
Because I framed the question around students’ dominant cultures, it stood to reason that what
students noted first, was what mattered most to them. For these students, their place of origin,
whether it was a country or city, was the culture with which they most identified. Kin wrote,
“American, christian” (Culture Conversations Survey, August 10, 2021), indicating that his
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religious affiliation is an important part of his culture, as well as his country of origin. Nia, an
outspoken transgender student listed her identity within the LGBT community and her Latin
heritage as her dominant cultures (Culture Conversations Survey, August 10, 2021). Nia’s
answer, as well as her responses to other questions and participation in Classroom Discussions,
indicated that these two cultures are of utmost importance to her, and that she is very proud to
represent both. Another student noted her immigration status as her culture by writing, “I am a
DREAMER” (Misty, Culture Conversations Survey, August 10, 2021). From her answer I
surmised that she was very proud of her pathway to American citizenship based on her academic
and vocational merit.
While these answers were more aligned with what I expected, my colleague again
challenged me by pointing out that their answers were simply “mirroring” my answers (M.
Parker, Personal Communication, January 29, 2021). Parker’s observations certainly posed
considerations for future research that are presented later in this study. However, after a lesson
on culture that involved two videos and a Google WebQuest, the students came to a general
consensus that culture is a shared way of thinking, acting, or being amongst a group of people.
Ryan shared, “My most dominant culture is from my Laos side,” then he eloquently
elaborated, The way we dance is like a flow of water, the way the women move there hands and
arms just looks beautiful,”(Daily Journal, October 18, 2021). Once students agreed on a general
definition of culture, they were asked the following question on the “Cultural Conversations
Survey” (Appendix H): Why does culture matter? In this case, my students were invited to
explore their cultural backgrounds and to find the connection between their cultures and the
curriculum. Their responses revealed two pervasive themes:
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Theme 2: Once students understood culture, they thought it was important.
Most students agreed that culture is important because it defines people and makes us
unique. In a nutshell, the students collectively decided that culture matters because:
“...it defines who you are” (Bishop, Culture Conversations Survey, August 10, 2021).
“...it defines and helps identify who we are as human as people and where we come
from” (Isis, Culture Conversations Survey, August 10, 2021).
These students’ responses demonstrated an understanding that culture is one of the crucial
factors that defines us as humans, and the following responses demonstrated student’s
understanding that these differences make humans unique and interesting:
“...that is what make us unique in this world” (Isaiah, Culture Conversations Survey,
August 10, 2021).
“Without culture society would be boring, Their would be nothing to agree/disagree on”
(Misty, Culture Conversations Survey, August 10, 2021).
Here, the students began to grapple with both the definition of culture and its relevance to their
individual and collective experiences. As they began to come to a comfortable understanding of
culture, they also began to understand how it affects their experiences, both in and outside of
school. Like Emdin (2008; 2020), students decided that culture does matter, and it should play a
part in how they are taught. Subsequent discussion revealed that students understood the power
of cultural connections and the implications of this power:
“Culture could cause conflict but also bring others together” (Nat, Daily Journal,
October 12, 2021).
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“If it really mattered, we would all not be sitting in this room because my culture is
different from the person next to me or in front of me”(Natasha, Daily Journal, October
12, 2021).
“I feel like your culture should be embraced and no one should make you feel ashamed
by it” (Angela, Daily Journal, October 19, 2021)
Through their responses, students repeatedly demonstrated their beliefs that culture is a way to
both illuminate and appreciate the qualities that make individuals unique. However, student
responses showed that they also recognized that culture can also be used as a means to divide
people. Advocates for culturally relevant educational practices have repeatedly asserted the
importance of broadening students’ worldview to reflect global diversity (Kana’iaupuni &
Kawai’ae’a, 2008; Landt, 2006). Their answers revealed that they actually understood the basic
premise of culture, that it is a means to both define and differentiate groups of people. More
importantly, the student responses showed that these differences should not be used to divide
humans, but instead, it should be used as a way to create meaningful discourse based on mutual
respect.
Many students shared interesting phenomena within their own cultures and expressed
interest in other cultures as well:
[I]n my country Cuba a cool culture we got is a burning man act festival dedicated to
anti-consumerism. what you do for this is u make a "man" out of old close and just stuff
leaves in him and once everything stuffed and it looks like a person we burn him. i find
the day of the dead interesting in Mexican culture because they really celebrate it like
they dont be playing about Halloween. Mexicans dress up ask for candy, candles, papers
etc. (Riri, Daily Journal, October 13, 2021)
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My most dominant culture is Hispanic culture , one thing that i love about Hispanic
culture is whenever theres a party or any family function, youll always find a random kid
or baby sleeping in your room. However one culture that has always caught my eye is
Indian culture, reason why is because of how interesting it is like how they believe in
reincarnation and how they dont believe in eating pork as well i always wondered.
(Roberto, Daily Journal, October 13, 2021)
Every October and the very beginning of November, my family and I decorate our houses
with a offering table or an ofrenda to honor our loved ones that have passed. We fill the
table with their favorite foods and things. I find the European culture really interesting
especially the architecture, art and the education system. It matters because they are very
different from the rest of the nations but they still influence the United States and other
areas as they learn about it. (Bonita, Daily Journal, October 13, 2021)
Some students came to the realization that talking about and exploring their own culture piqued
their interest in other cultures. Natasha confessed, “I come from a background where I don’t
really know my culture, I just know I’m a latina. Not knowing my own culture really has me
interested in other cultures...” (Performance Final, September 29, 2021). Other students
recognized the influence that cultures have on each other. Jefferson noted, “African American
cultures inspired so many people in the world to dress cook and etc” (Daily Journal, October 18,
2021). These answers further demonstrated that students view culture as a positive and
necessary aspect of society and that a healthy respect of different cultures is essential to
humanity’s well-being. Isaiah noted, “Culture matters because that is what make us unique in
this world” (Culture Conversations Survey, August 10, 2021), and Ulysses went so far as to
theorize, “[Culture] will be the future rise of fall of our society” (Culture Conversations, August
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10, 2021). Ulysses’ answer was particularly relevant and prophetic, considering the current
divisions that exist in this country along racial and political lines and the implications of these
divisions on the future of America’s democracy. Allowing students with different backgrounds
and perspectives opportunities to reflect, theorize and discourse about issues that may spark
social reform was the pretext for my choice of study.
The “Culture Conversations Survey” was one of the first that I administered, and it was
successful in obtaining cogent information about students’ perceptions surrounding culture
because it was designed to encourage candid answers. Students were initially asked seemingly
innocuous questions that were actually revelatory about their perceptions of culture. For
example, one of the questions on the “Culture Conversations Survey” asked students about the
origin of their names. During a Class Discussion, we were able to talk about the fact that in
some cultures it is customary to name boys after their fathers. Erik shared that he did not
consider it to be a big deal to be named after his father, shaking his head emphatically when I
asked him if he felt any pressure to live up to his father’s name (Classroom Discussion, August
10, 2021) Osiris was able to clarify a question that I had about hyphenated names in the
Hispanic culture, stating that children’s surnames were often hyphenated with their fathers’ name
followed by the mothers’ maiden name, opposite the Anglican tradition of hyphenating the
woman’s maiden name with the man’s surname. My students from Hispanic descent were
surprised that my recently hyphenated name consisted of my maiden name then my husband’s
name (Classroom Discussion, August 10, 2021).
These cultural conversations served multiple purposes. First, they allowed students to
demonstrate knowledge by sharing information about a subject with which they were familiar,
fostering pride in their cultures and social confidence. Second, they allowed students to get to
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know their classmates, building community and fostering relationships. Third, they contributed
first-hand knowledge and experiences to the collective cultural capital that might not otherwise
be accrued. Perhaps most importantly, engaging in meaningful, respectful discourse within the
classroom is good practice for participating in similar interactions outside of the classroom.
When entering the Initiation stage of welcoming culture into the classroom, Emdin
(2022) posited that certain steps must take place: cogenerative dialogues, coteaching,
cosmopolitanism, context, and content. Referred to as the “The Five Cs of Reality Pedagogy,”
Emdin asserted that these steps must be taken collaboratively if true transformation is to occur.
In essence, Emdin (2022) proposed that an educational environment in which culture is
intrinsically woven into the planning, implementation, and assessing of curriculum, is
acknowledged and celebrated within that curriculum, and is explored collaboratively in such a
way that affirms and sustains said diverse culture, is crucial to addressing the deficits, not in
student ability, but in the systems that are put in place to educate students.
While Emdin (2022) took a more literal approach to these steps, my approach was more
liberal. Cogenerative dialogue between the students and myself led to revelations of common
misconceptions about culture that could lead to bias and prejudice. Through in-depth
discussions, along with culturally responsive instruction that was designed to help unpack these
preconceived notions, students were able to understand how, both consciously and
subconsciously, culture can be a lens through which our worldviews are formed. Once a
foundational understanding of culture was applied, students were able to examine their own
underlying perceptions that could limit their worldviews. By firmly positioning a critical culture
stance into the context of the discourse, students were able to demonstrate a progression of

ADOPTING A CRITICAL CULTURE STANCE TOWARDS LITERATURE

150

understanding of culture that they were able to translate to their understanding of the course
literature.
Whether from the surveys or from the journals, students were able to hear from one
another and share their stories, which was especially important coming from a year when many
students were isolated due to COVID protocols. These conversations led students to open up
about other topics. During this same discussion, Marlin was able to gain clarification about the
difference between Latin cultures by asking Isis, Osiris, and Ulysses about their heritage
(Classroom Discussion, August 10, 2021. Later Isis, Osiris, and Ulysses were able to explain to
the class what menudo is. Menudo is the name of a chapter in Meet Me Halfway, but it is also
the name of a soup that is apparently a cure for hangovers.
The topics of language and food were effective segues into the culture conversation.
When students were asked about phrases they used that other cultures may not be familiar with,
they were eager to share. Osiris shared the adage, “AL mal tiempo, buena cara. Literal
explanation: Put a good face to the bad times. Meaning: Be positive.” (Culture Conversations
Survey, August 10, 2021), and America scared us with, “When your little and misbehaving in
public your mom or guardian would point a stranger and say they where going to take you (it
sounds better in Spanish I promise)” (Culture Conversations Survey, August 10, 2021). During
this particular conversation, students who shared similar cultural backgrounds exchanged
knowing looks and giggles as they bonded and commiserated over their shared experiences.
Students were similarly excited to talk about foods in their culture. When asked about
their favorite dishes, students discovered that good food knows no cultural boundaries, as many
of the favorite dishes transcended heritage. Tacos were the preferred foods of Ava, Anya, Virgil,
Ulysses, and Beatrix; chicken was the favorite of Erik and Isaiah, with hot wings being the
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favorite variety. Sam chimed in, “My most favorite food is hot wings...In… wings is a very
popular dish and its well known for being a part [of]… culture.” (Daily Journals, October 18,
2021). Kin and Miles prefer bacon; and Osiris prefers, “any Mexican dish with a side of
tortillas” (Daily Journals, October 18, 2021). For some students, the childhood memories
associated with food reflected their cultures. Natasha wrote,
My favorite food is Pupusas. I grew up eating them and I still eat them a lot to this day
because my mom buys them all the time. Growing up, my mom would make them but she
can't do it anymore since her right thumb is now paralyzed with a screw inside. She still
makes them sometimes and I would get so happy. It reflects my culture because pupusas
are part of the Salvadorian culture and I am Salvadorian. (Daily Journal, October 21,
2021).
Similarly, Roberto wrote, “...a specific food that brings memories with it has to be tamales, as a
kid id make them with my mom all time but one memory that comes up all time is when i traveled
to Guatemala...my grandma and i would make tamales all the time for our family all the
time…(Daily Journal, October 18, 2021).
As students became more comfortable sharing their responses with classmates, they were
able to remain candid, even when they were asked more serious questions. When I asked
students to share a story of which they were proud, many students shared stories of triumph over
adversity:
“[H]ow my dad came here to the US for a better life with nothing and built his way up”
(Ava, Culture Conversations Survey, August 10, 2021).
“My mom being able to come to the U.S from her country, and being able to accomplish
so many things within such a short amount of time” (Osiris, Culture Conversations
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Survey, August 10, 2021).
“[M]y parents coming to the U.S for me and [m]y siblings to have a better life then they
did”(Beatrix, Culture Conversations Survey, August 10, 2021).
“[M]oved out of the hood” (Miles, Culture Conversations Survey, August 10, 2021).
These answers demonstrated that students seemed willing to share stories, particularly stories of
resilience, about their families. Because the sample consists primarily of students from
traditionally marginalized cultures, many of the stories they recounted were of overcoming
obstacles and triumphing in the face of adversity. Through their responses, these students found
a common cultural strand around which they could form relationships. Indeed, these individual
relationships are at the crux of widespread and cultural paradigm shifts. These cultural
milestones that are often a source of pride for students would be left unaddressed in classrooms
that are not employing CRE.
Another “Culture Conversations Survey” question asked about stereotypes of their
cultures. Students freely shared the best and worst of these tropes. Erik shared an all too
familiar stereotype that plagues African American Youth: “[I]’m a thug cuz im black “ (Erik,
Culture Conversations Survey, August 10, 2021), and Jefferson shared a similar sentiment:
African Americans always have to be gangsta, robbers, drug dealer mostly everything
that kills good. I don't like wearing a black hoodie in my neighborhood no more because
i always call the cops on me saying i look suspicious,and also neighbors try to say i broke
into cars and houses and their was two victims and the both had a black hoodie on.
(Daily Journal, October 25, 2021).
Interestingly, perceived criminality was a common theme across marginalized groups. Other
students shared similar, hurtful, and often racial stereotypes,
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A stereotype about my culture is when people look at Mexicans the think were drug
smugglers, gangbangers, robbers, or "bad people". Our last president Donald Trump
talked really bad about hispanics and said we were bad people for the united states. He
never talked about the good us hispanics brought to the u.s. (Miguel, Daily Journal,
October 25, 2021).
Kyle wrote “Most Mexicans who enter the United States, the are deemed as criminals who want
to cause trouble, and although it may be true, there are more Mexicans who come to create a
family and take care of them. Mexicans who come and help USA wealth” (Daily Journal,
October 25, 2021). Hector concurred, “The stereotype that annoys me about the Hispanic
culture is that Latin Americans are out to steal American jobs. As a Hispanic that is working in
these awful jobs I have never seen an American working these jobs. These jobs that they claim
we steal are pretty awful” (Daily Journal, October 25, 2021). Once again students across racial
and cultural lines were able to bond over collective trauma experienced primarily by
marginalized communities. It is often through sharing these experiences that experiences are
validated and people are empowered.
Other students made references to stereotypes that affected their social identities. Nia
shared another hurtful stereotype about the LGBTQ+ community: “[W]e created aids and hiv”
(Culture Conversations Survey, August 10, 2021). Sometimes these erroneous and hurtful tropes
can have dire consequences. Nia continued, “...black trans are being killed” (Culture
Conversations Survey, August 10, 2021). Beyond misdirected vitriol and violence, these
misconceptions can lead to deep cultural divisions. However, Kat suggested that silence is part
of the stigma. In a Daily Journal, they noted, “I'm more willing to share my experiences because
LGBTQ+ is the least talked about topic in school” (October 25, 2021). This response
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demonstrates Kat’s understanding of the importance of meaningful dialogic exchange that is
integral to the development of civic empathy, which aligns to education’s primary goal of
creating global citizens (Mirra, 2018).
When I asked about the most pressing issues plaguing their cultures, students responded
with admirable candor. Hector noted, “...racist people, and legal issues” worried him (Culture
Conversations Survey, August 10, 2021), while Kin noted that he was most concerned about the
“...divide in the country” (Culture Conversations Survey, August 10, 2021). Misty shared, “My
culture gets treated different that other culture because of my brown skin color” (Culture
Conversations Survey, August 10, 2021). Clearly, political and racial issues were at the forefront
of students’ minds. As future voters and leaders, it is important that students are able to not only
recognize disparities, but also empathize with others and work together to implement social
reform.
Given the social and political climate during the execution of this study during the fall
semester of 2021, it was to be expected that students’ responses would reflect concern about
challenges that were specific to their respective cultures. Because the majority of my students
were Hispanic, immigration was an important factor that affected either them, or someone that
they knew. Both Beatrix and Anya reported that current immigration policies concerned them
(Culture Conversations, August 10, 2021), and Osiris wrote, “Immigration, not everyone being
able to obtain a citizenship or the "American Dream" here in the U.S.A just to be able to live a
better happy healthy lifestyle from what they had back in their country” (Culture Conversations
Survey, August 10, 2021). These responses demonstrated that students could bond over the
triumphs and trauma that cultural diversity can bring. These types of questions posed to students
who have historically been marginalized can provide opportunities for them to commiserate and
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support each other, as well as empathize with other cultures, as the students in my classroom did.
Student responses clearly demonstrated that culture is not only an important part of their
identities, but also a bridge to becoming empathetic global citizens.
Though students may have sometimes found the surveys awkward and cumbersome, the
valuable insight that was gained from them is apparent. Not only was I able to gain knowledge
about my students’ backgrounds and perspectives, but students were also able to reflect on their
experiences and share them with others, thus validating their experiences. In addition, students
were able to gain insight into other cultures that they might not usually be able to access. This
type of knowledge is invaluable in the current and future global climate.

Theme 3: Students believed culture does and should influence both society and education.
The students mostly agreed that culture does, and should, influence both society and
education. Kat wrote in their Daily Journal, “Culture can create a lot of new rules in society and
can change what we learn in school. Culture should have an influence because there are a lot of
cultures we can learn from” (Daily Journal, August 10, 2021). Students realized, “Learning
about different cultures can be an influence on education” (America, Daily Journal, August 10,
2021), and further, that “Culture influences education by the way children participate in
education” (Anya, Daily Journal, August 10, 2021). Diane expounded on the impact of culture
on education:
...some cultures have a lot in common and if some don't they share their culture and
teach them. it influences education because if everyone were to share background
information on their culture we'd be learning new things every day about different
cultures,beliefs and the way of life. I also believe it should have influence all the way,
then folks wouldn't be so closed minded and think that they way they do things is the only
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right way to do it , i also believe it would help people respect other peoples cultures since
they would be learning about all types of different cultures. (Daily Journal, August 12,
2021)
Diana’s response showed a clear understanding of both the importance of culture and its
implications on how people are educated. It is her belief that a knowledge of culture would
breed a mutual respect for different cultures, and this could impact not only what is learned in
schools, but also how that knowledge is treated. Rather than leaning to the White, Eurocentric
norms that are widely considered the gold standard of education, students could find validation
and affirmation in their cultures, as well as others.
This influence of culture on their education was welcomed by the students. Natasha
wrote, “Culture does influence education and it should have influence on the way we learn and
what we learn” (Daily Journal, August 10, 2021). Shaun further posited, “Culture effects are
education in a good way because it opens a lot of people eyes on how things are outside their
own culture” (Daily Journal, August 11, 2021). Kat expressed a similar sentiment in their Daily
Journal when they wrote, “It matters [in]education because it can help people see and
acknowledge the different types of cultures around them, so they are [not]so closed minded”
(October 13, 2021). Hector theorized, “Teaching each other about different culture would show
us how to respect each other[‘s] culture” (Daily Journal, October 12, 2021).
Inserting the critical culture stance into the curriculum provided students with
opportunities to see the value in their cultures and to translate this value into further knowledge
(Emdin, 2017). Once students were able to formulate and understanding of culture, they
reported that it was indeed an integral part of education because it recognized the individualities
of the participants. These differences were highlighted and evaluated through journaling and
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discussions, and many students concluded that despite, and maybe because of differences, there
was much to be learned from others, both fictional and real. Students further agreed that their
own experiences helped them to not only relate to others, but also to learn from them. It is this
connection with both the literary characters and their peers that undergirds the democratic
educational processes that produce thoughtful and empathetic global citizens.
Once students had a firm grip on the definition of culture, the discussion progressed
towards an evaluation of whether or not culture was an important part of the transaction between
the reader and the text. Here, students were somewhat divided about whether or not it was
necessary to have a cultural connection in order to connect with the literature. Some students felt
that it is important to have characters and situations that are reflective of them.
Kat noted, “I feel like my culture makes me more excited to read the book since it's very
underrepresented. It doesn't really help me understand the book more though. But I think it's
important to be more excited to read about your culture in a book” (Daily Journal, September
16, 2021). While others felt that culture connections were beneficial, but not necessary. Natasha
wrote, “My culture doesn't really affect books I read or the book we are currently reading in
class. If there's a book that has a character who is Hispanic or speaks Spanish, I think its nice
but it doesn't change the way I feel about the book. I don't really look for books that has
something to do with my culture because it's not important to me”(Daily Journal, September 16,
2021). Clearly, background and cultural experiences influence education, but to what degree?
Students seemed to recognize that culture has a legitimate influence on what they are taught but
differed in their perceptions about the amount or the necessity of the influence.

Research Question 3
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The third research question was as follows: According to multiply-marginalized students,
how does adopting a critical stance with literature affect the way they view/react/interact/transact
with their curricular and extra-curricular environments? This question was the most difficult
question on which to gain clear insight. It is very difficult to get students to own the role that
they play in the reading process. Students often feel that literature is something that is done to
them or inflicted upon them, thus leading to generally negative feelings towards literature. Part
of my goal was to allow students to take onus of their reading experiences by getting them to
understand that their unique perspectives create unique experiences, regardless of the reading
material. Oftentimes, students have no choice when it comes to what they read. Only in recent
years have teachers been able to stray from the traditional Western canon that has dominated
academia for centuries. However, if students are able to find their voices, even with literature
that is seemingly far removed from them, they may be able to make connections with literature
in ways that they never imagined. Upon exploring this issue, several themes and subthemes
became evident:
Theme 1: The “Culture Connection” was largely situated within character and context.
Subtheme A: Students mainly connected with characters who are like them and situations
they have been in.
Subtheme B: Though students found it difficult to connect with students they didn’t like
or relate to, they could empathize after discussing them.
Subtheme C: Students’ feelings about the characters affected their feelings about reading.
Theme 2: Students struggled to make broader connections outside of the classroom.

Theme 1: The “Culture Connection” was largely situated within character and context.
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In order to facilitate this transition of knowledge, teachers must be intentional about the
resources they choose to be part of the curriculum. To initiate a broader conversation about
culture and its connection to the literature, I had to be very careful about the type of literature
that was chosen. Both of the novels that were studied featured characters of varying identities,
so that students would be able to both identify and empathize with others. Bishop’s (1990)
assessment of books acting as mirrors, windows, and sliding doors, was evident as students
reported both seeing themselves reflected in the characters and being able to perceive characters
in different ways. This pedagogy of empathy undergirded Mirra’s (2018) work around “critical,
civic empathy,” (p. 7) and intersected with Rosenblatt’s (1982) Reader Response Theory’s
affirmation of the democratic education process, which formed the basis of this study.
A quickly emerging theme was that, for many students, the culture connection is situated
firmly within character and context. In other words, students could connect mainly if a) the
characters were like them in some way or reminded them of someone they knew, or b) the
situation the characters were in was one they had been in or were familiar with. In some respect,
my supposition that students, if pushed, could make connections in even the most obscure ways
was correct. Some of the most compelling results came from a Daily Journal and subsequent
Class Discussion, when I asked students which characters they most identified with from the
novel Meet Me Halfway. Isaiah, an African American male said that he most identified with the
central character, an African American male named Johnquell because he was “always trying to
help out no matter what the cost is” (Daily Journal, September 8, 2021). Another African
American male student, Erik agreed that he most identified with Johnquell because, “He just
loves to help people and i do to. also johnquell and i kinda have the same attitude” (Daily
Journal, September 8, 2021). In dealing with a confrontation in the novel, Erik wrote, “[I] feel
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like i would've handled his situation with Stu reed the same” (Daily Journal, September 8,
2021). Miles wrote that he most connected to the single, Black mother Gloria because, “she's
hard working & an hustler” (Daily Journal, September 7, 2021). Further, students noted that
they tended to retain more information, and their interest increased when they could connect with
the character. Other responses confirmed this perspective. Diana wrote,
Whether i'm reading a book, article or whatever the case may be and i read about a
character that's like me or that I relate to , I get more interested in what i'm reading.
Why? because since I can relate to the character i would want to see if they figure out or
do things differently then how I would, or how similar our choices are and why. (Daily
Journal, September 15, 2021)
Research has shown that exposure to high quality YAL provides students with opportunities for
reflexivity and personal growth (Landt, 2006). Diana’s response indicated that she analyzes the
actions of literary characters that are like her in order to evaluate their responses to situations and
to measure their actions against her own. In this way, Diana can learn from the characters and
allow their responses to inform her choices.
Both Kin and Robbie noted that reading about characters that are like them increases their
interest in the story. Kin wrote, “When you read a story with a character who are like you it
interests you more then a character that isn't like you. It interest more because it grabs your
attention and keeps you reading unlike a character not like you it would bore you “(Journal,
September 5, 2021). Robbie confirmed Kin’s assertion when he wrote, “When I read about
characters that are like me it make the story a little bit more interesting because i can relate to
the character and put my self in there perspective” (Robbie, Daily Journal, September 15, 2021).

ADOPTING A CRITICAL CULTURE STANCE TOWARDS LITERATURE

161

From my experience, male students are the hardest to engage, and the previous quotes
showed that this sample of students is indicative of a larger issue. Kin repeatedly noted
throughout the semester that he had never completed a book on his own, and he had no intention
of doing so without a struggle. Bishop was often in agreement with Kin’s disposition on reading.
Although he later expressed that he enjoyed the literature, I recall that he reluctantly engaged
with the activities, only after much encouragement and prompting from me. Engagement among
males, especially minority males, is a critical issue in education. There remains much to be
studied and learned about this subject.
Throughout the study, students repeatedly reported being more engaged with literature
with which they could relate. Students’ responses corresponded with the research that showed
that students are much more engaged during the learning process if they are presented with
materials that are reflective of their life experiences (Ostenson & Wadham, 2012; Ford, et al.,
2018). Furthermore, research concluded that students who are engaged with the texts, the
curriculum, and their peers are more likely to be learning (Fredericks et al., 2004; McLaughlin et
al., 2005; Corso et al., 2013). Several of the students’ responses supported this research. Jamie
reported, “If they (characters)are relatable that could help build a more attachment to the story
since its something you have been through” (Focus Group Survey, November 15, 2021).
Natasha’s response went a step further when they wrote about feeling empowered by reading
about people who are like them: “Having a character I can relate to gives me a voice. It feels
like the author or who ever the reading is hearing me” (Focus Group Survey, November 17,
2021). Seeing characters who are like them allows students to push back against the negative
master narratives that often persist in traditional, Western canonical literature (Semingson,
2014).
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Not surprisingly, students found common ground with characters who looked like them,
acted like them, or responded to similar situations in the same way that they would have. Indeed,
it is sometimes this comfort that readers find in literature that allows them to become more
engaged and might even encourage a lifelong relationship with literature. As Natasha stated,
“We as students forget books all the time, but we never forget the characters that have impacted
us or can relate to” (Focus Group Survey, November 17, 2021). However, I was also pleased to
find that students also found value in unfamiliar characters. Some students stated that there is
much to be learned from characters with which they have little in common. Diana, who
previously wrote about wanting to know how characters that are like her would respond, offered
another perspective to learning from literature:
I would want to know how they do things differently and i would want to know their story.
I don't really think it matters though , because if you're constantly reading something
that's like you , you'll get bored. Now if you read something that isn't like you or that you
don't really relate to , I think that it'll be more interesting because you get insight on
different things, you'll be able to see how others do things differently than how you do
them. (Daily Journal, September 15, 2021)
Diana’s response indicated that she understood there is also much to be learned from characters
that are unlike her. This realization may be the first step to developing an empathetic nature that
is imperative for a successful democratic society.
Miles noted that differences are not that important, as long as the parties involved are
able to come to a mutual understanding: “When i read about characters who aren't like me i also
am interested to learn how they aren't like me , it wouldn't make a difference as long as i'm able
to get an understanding on both ends” (Daily Journal, September 13, 2021). Isaiah took a
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different approach: “When I think about characters that are different than me it makes me truly
see why I am how I am. It matters because the author intends to connect with the reader
personally, so sometimes how a reader feels about a character can be how they feel about the
book” (Daily Journal, September 13). Both students’ responses aligned with Bishop’s (1990)
assessment of literature as mirrors in which the readers can see themselves and as windows
through which the reader can observe and learn from those who are different from them. The
students’ answers also demonstrated that they viewed the role of literature as a bridge between
people that connects cultures in a way that can benefit mankind. Richardson (2018, p. 68) noted
that literature “points to the world around us” and is a conduit of cultural expression to which the
reader can relate. Additionally, students who are exposed to literature of cultures that are
different from their own are more likely to broaden their worldviews and to feel empathy for
other cultures (Gilton, 2011).
Brauer & Clark (2008) asserted that exposure to different cultures is necessary in the
development of worldview perspectives, and how we use and position literature is crucial to this
process. Students’ responses to explicit questions about literary characters and situational
context in both Meet Me Halfway and Look Both Ways indicated that when they were presented
with characters and or situations with which they could relate, their interest was captured and
maintained. Additionally, students reported that they were able to better understand characters
that were unlike them.
Conversely, some students stated that they did not necessarily have to feel a connection
with literary characters to engage with the literature. Beatrix wrote, “If it's a story I need to
read, I would say it doesn't matter because im going to rad the story regardless of if I connect
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with the characters or not.On the other hand if it was a book I were to read by choice, I would
enjoy it more if I could connect with the characters “(Daily Journal, September 14, 2021).
Natasha concurred,
When I read about characters that are like me, I don't really care about it. The same goes
with characters that are not like me, I tend to not care because I always go unbiased
about characters. To me, if a character is like you or not, it shouldn't matter and it
shouldn't effect your interest on the book. Of course you can care about it, but me
personally, I don't” (Natasha, Daily Journal, September 15, 2021).
Even in these instances, my observation was that unless the student is a very mature reader who
seeks literature to read independently, subconscious connections are made that the students may
not recognize. Natasha further noted,
As I said before in a journal, my favorite book is about a zombie apocalypse and I don't
relate to any of the characters or situations other than the fact they were kids. You can
really enjoy a book or feel comfort in a book without identifying with characters and
situations. (Daily Journal, September 15, 2021)
This student’s acknowledgement of the characters being their age was actually an important
connection that they may have minimized. In fact, any connection that students make can help to
foster engagement (Corso et al., 2013).
Although many students were able to find similarities with characters that were unlike
them, some students were least connected to characters that exhibited traits that were foreign to
them. During the first semester, students felt the least connected to Mrs. Czernicki, a character
they deemed racist and close-minded. Isaiah, an African American male wrote, “I least identify
with Ms. Czernicki because i'm not so quick to judge someone based on skin color” (Daily
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Journal, September 8, 2021). Marlin wrote that the substitute teacher character, Stu Reid, was
least relatable because, “...he doesn't see how black people struggle and think white people have
it just as bad as black people” (Daily Journal, September 7, 2021). Other students were able to
work out their ambivalence about certain characters by reflecting in their Daily Journals.
Natasha wrote:
Answering these journals helped me come to terms on why certain characters act the way
they do. For example, Journal #9 asked, “How can you agree with others and still be
true to yourself?” This journal helped me understand Mrs. Czernicki. In the beginning, I
couldn’t understand her personality and attitude. I thought she was just secretly bipolar
or something. I answered to that journal, “Whether you agree with someone or not, you
can still be true to yourself by knowing what you stand by and what you don't. You might
not agree with someone but you can agree with some certain points and that's okay.” As I
kept reading, I realized that when Mrs. Czernicki was helping out Gloria and her family,
Mrs. Czernicki knew her true intention the whole time. She wasn’t a real sweet lady, but
she still agreed to help out Gloria. This helped me answer the “MMH” Classroom
discussion question, “How can you agree with others and still be true to yourself,” which
happens to be the same question. (Performance Final, September 29, 2021).
Natasha’s response demonstrated a willingness to engage with a character that they not only had
nothing in common with, but also disliked in order to reach a common ground and
understanding. It is this type of work that I am hopeful will parlay into real-life situations and
facilitate the development of authentic relationships when dealing with people who may be
different from what she is used to. Indeed, this tiny action of acceptance is the cornerstone of
this entire line of research.
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While many students connected with characters in superficial ways, some students made
more profound connections. Two students bonded over Gloria Tibbets’ experience dealing over
the death of her son. Aniya wrote, “I identify myself to Gloria because i felt the same way when
i lost my two siblings. It's similar to when Gloria lost Johnquell” (Daily Journal, September 8,
2021). Similarly, Osiris wrote, “I identify myself the most with the character Gloria (Johnquells
mother). I relate to her because I lost my dad when I was only 10 months in on this earth. Gloria
lost her son, something as meaningful to my situation. We both relate because we both grieve our
loved ones that once were here present” (Daily Journal, September 8, 2021). In both cases,
students were able to bond with a fictional character over a common human emotion. These
answers demonstrated the powerful emotional bonds that can be created through literature.
Two other connections that students made stuck out to me. Although they did not want
to expound on their answer during the class discussion, Kat wrote in the Daily Journal,
The people I relate to the most are Aunt Bee-Bee. Bee-Bee because when you're figuring
out your sexuality and you have people there supporting you before you even start
questioning really throws you for a loop. All my life my mom was sure I was a lesbian
and said she was okay with whatever I was which was really confusing at age 4, so, when
I came out as bi she said she already knew. (September 8, 2021)
I was particularly moved that a student was able to see a situation in literature as one that is
similar and worthy of comparison to their life situations. I was similarly struck by America’s
response that she had never seen Latina representation in literature. “I mostly relate to Taquan
because he's hispanic and I am too. Until Meet Me Halfway, I had not read many books with
latino representation, so it's comforting relate to someone” (Daily Journal, September 8, 2021).
Her use of the word comforting was confirmation that students crave familiarity in their school

ADOPTING A CRITICAL CULTURE STANCE TOWARDS LITERATURE

167

lives as much as their personal lives. Kat concurred, “This book didn't make me have to reach so
much to find a character or multiple that were like me. It made it easier for me to read and
actually remember what I read” [Focus Group Survey, September 21, 2021).
The response to a character that stuck out to me the most came from Osiris, an outspoken
Hispanic female who connected to the most hated character in the book, Stu Reid. Osiris wrote,
Not to sound pessimistic/depressing or anything of the sort but for some odd reason, I
feel like Chapter 5 stood out to me because of how Stu's day went the day of Johnquell's
funeral. His day started out horribly from the very start and just ended in neglect and I
think I could relate. I've had horrible things like so happen to me before and it's just not
pretty. I remember, particularly how at the end of the chapter it said how after he left, he
basically had to "swallow" what he had just gone through and go on about his day, I felt
that to the core. (Focus Group Survey, September 23, 2021)
This students’ response uncovered a deep connection to a character with which, on the surface,
she had nothing in common. However, Osiris was able to connect with Stu Reid on a deeper,
human level. The empathy that the character evoked is a desired response from all of my
students and, for me, the highest educational goal. Unfortunately, I saw this response after Osiris
had been dropped from the class for attendance, so I did not have the opportunity to follow up
with her; however, in my opinion, this response is one of the most heartfelt and earnest, and I
would have loved a chance to explore this more with her. It is these kinds of connections that
make lasting impressions and profound impacts on readers.
Overall, the majority of the students felt that finding a connection with the characters
and/or being able to relate to situations that characters experienced helped them to engage more
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with the literature. The following responses demonstrated the perception of students that being
able to relate in some way to the characters made it easier for them to engage with the text:
“...[The diverse characters] definitely makes the book more interesting for me to read.
This book didn't make me have to reach so much to find a character or multiple that were like
me.” (Anonymous, Focus Group Survey, September 21, 2021).
“The feeling of connection that a reader is searching for in a book is felt more when
relation between characters or circumstances is found” (America, Focus Group Survey,
September 21, 2021).
“It makes me feel like I'm not alone” (Humberto, Focus Group, November 17, 2021).
Students repeatedly referred to their ability to relate to the characters and/or the situations in the
literature as being the lynchpin to their engagement. In previous semesters when I taught from
the traditional canon, I would spend a great deal of time trying to establish connections and
similarities with characters and situations in order to make it relevant to students. For example, I
had my greatest success teaching The Tragedy of Oedipus when I compared it to a modern-day
soap opera and when I compared Julius Caesar’s Anthony and Brutus feud to the deadly East/
West coast rivalry between rappers Biggie Smalls and Tupac Shakur. While these connections
can be made and do spark interest in students, when teachers choose literature that have a
baseline familiarity, prior knowledge can be more quickly accessed, and engagement may be
enhanced (Corso et al, 2013; Labelle, 2011).
Some students made unlikely connections to characters based on their experiences in the
story. Luke wrote, “I relate to Johnquell moving things for the lady because my grandma
always ask me to move things” (Daily Journal, September 8, 2021). Along these same lines,
Beatrix shared a memory,
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I believe I relate most to Mrs.Czernicki because I didn't really used to know my
neighbors. I would see them outside and wave every now and then but we never actually
spoke. One day, a neighbors backyard got caught on fire ,and I remember them coming
over to ask me to call the fire department because they didn't speak english. Ever since,
instead of just a wave, we have a conversation even if it's as simple as how our days are
going. I least related to Mrs.Peterburg because she doesn't care about and understand
the how much work a black girls hair can be. (Daily Journal, September 8, 2021).
Diana similarly wrote,
I feel like i can relate to johnquell a bit , like in the beginning where it said that he'll help
out here and there , when he went to go help his neighbor move some furniture that he
barely knew. it reminds me of every time my mom ask me to drive or do a favor for
someone i hardly know and i always say yes because it's nearly impossible to say no to
my mother. (Daily Journal, September 8, 2021)
These two students were able to make connections with the literature based on shared
experiences. These responses affirmed my instructional choices because I specifically chose
Meet Me Halfway as a classroom novel because of its diverse characters and relatable events.
Undoubtedly, these connections helped to build bridges of understanding and possibly empathy
amongst students.
Interestingly, my second semester students bonded with the events and lessons from the
story more than the characters. The main characters in the novel Look Both Ways were middle
school students, and I debated about using this novel because of the disparity in age level. I
wondered if students would be able to get past the age of the characters or would they dismiss
them for being too juvenile. Although students said that they enjoyed the book, many felt that
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the age somewhat alienated them from the characters. Clark wrote “...some parts of the story
[are]a little hard to get through just because it felt really juvenile” (Daily Journal, October 18,
2021). Even though the literary characters were younger than my classes’ demographic, they
often faced situations related to mental health issues that my students related to. Student
responses noted that they could relate to some of the issues and were therefore more invested in
the characters. Angela wrote, “What stood out most about the chapters I have read in the book
was how many kids had actual problems to deal with at there young age. Some of these things
were relatable so I was connected to the book more” (Focus Group , 2021). Natasha similarly
noted,
...it brings light onto issues that kids have that are overseen. For example, Call of Duty
has a character that gets bullied for being "gay". In reality, it was the bully who might
have issues within himself and doesn't know how to come out because being gay is
something people get bullied for and even killed for in minority communities. (Focus
Group Survey, November 17, 2021)
The students consistently demonstrated that they were able to move beyond the characters and
connect to either the situations or emotions that the characters experienced. This sophisticated
thought process demonstrated students’ ability to analyze character motivation. Ultimately,
understanding the motivation of literary characters can transfer into empathy for real-life people
in real-life circumstances (Mirra, 2018). Kat noted,
This book has really shown me that people who bully do it because they don't really have
much power in their life and the need power over someone else's to replace that. I've
dealt with being bullied and this book shows me other reason they could've done it. It
helped me heal a little bit but not much. (Focus Group Survey, November 17, 2021)
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Although Kat’s response indicated that they were was the victim of bullying, they were still able
to empathize with the bullies, and while some may disagree that abusers deserve any
consideration, it may indeed be such revelations that allow healing, not only for victims, but also
for perpetrators. Other students made similar observations. Natasha said, “It impacts my
feelings by having sympathy for these characters. It makes me realize that this also happens and
real life and in all honesty, it just makes me want to be more nicer and less judgey” (Focus
Group, November 17, 2021). Jaime similarly noted, “I have learned that everyone always have
their own struggles like Stevie being Bullied by Marcus and Marcus having problems at home
because of his father” (Focus Group Survey, November 15, 2021). Repeatedly, students’
responses demonstrated their ability and willingness to learn and grow from their interactions
with literary characters. Again, Natasha was able to articulate how their experience with literary
characters might impact their experiences with real people. They wrote,
What I learned from these stories and activities is that everyone in this world has a
problem, even if you can't see it on the outside, its definitely in the inside. For example,
Satchmo basically has trauma and PTSD from getting bit by a dog and no one can hear
his overthinking thoughts, but it's there. (Focus Group Survey, November 17, 2021)
These students were able to demonstrate that despite some disparities in demographics or
cultural backgrounds, they were still able to draw connections because they had experienced
similar circumstances and/or emotions and ultimately empathized with these fictional characters.
In this way, students were able to bond with literary characters over a shared human experience.
Conversely, some students were turned off by characters who they just did not like or
with whom they fundamentally disagreed. Their dislike for the character sometimes translated to
a dislike for the book, and/or difficulty getting through and staying engaged with particular parts
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of the book. For example, students found Frances, a character in the novel Meet Me Halfway, to
be particularly distasteful, and they subsequently found it difficult to get through her 30 page
chapter. Kat wondered, “Why did Frances get a whole chapter?” and America wrote, “I didn’t
like the chapter ‘That’s the Way Cats Are’ mostly because I don’t like Frances” (Focus Group
Survey, September 22, 2021). Another student noted, “What I found least enjoyable and the
story was the Frances got a chapter that was thirty pages long” (Anonymous, Focus Group
Survey, September 21, 2021). While the students’ responses to unsavory characters may have
been negative, their discourse demonstrated engagement with the text. The students were, in
essence, questioning the author’s choices in textual structure. This point was brought up to the
author during the Zoom activity, and Morales disclosed her reasoning for spending such a great
deal of time on this character. Morales was trying to create a multidimensional character that
could be the foil for other characters. This explanation provided clarity and a change of heart for
some students. Kat later reported that after hearing Morales’ explanation for Frances’ portrayal,
they were better able to humanize Frances (Classroom Discussion, September 30, 2012).
Initially, Kat reported difficulty analyzing a character with whom they could not relate,
“When I read about a character I don't like I only remember the bad things about that character
or I forget them completely. It gets bad when we have to analyze the character I dislike the most
because I don't think of their character as anything more than a bad guy” (Daily Journal,
September 13, 2021). However, students’ disengagement from a text, due to negative feelings
about a character, could be perceived as a form of engagement for the reader. If students felt
strongly enough about a character to evoke adverse and averse emotions, students were actually
engaged.
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Some students were open to exploring the new perspectives that unfamiliar characters
might bring, and some realized that even when they could not connect with specific characters,
sometimes the contextual issues allowed them to gain new perspectives. Robbie wrote, “I didn’t
find the book that interesting and I also couldn't relate to the characters in the novel...The novel
was not able to engage my interest because I felt like the book was too long for me and there
were some words that made the story harder to understand. I also felt like I couldn't really
picture the story in my head (Performance Final, September 29, 2021). Despite his difficulties
with what he perceived to be a difficult text, when pushed, Robbie was able to connect a
particular situation in the novel to his personal experience. He noted in his Performance Final,
Although the activities did not engage there were some parts of the story that I did like
reading about. For example the chapter prelude to a revolution it talks about john,
loretta and the black panther party and how john wants to help african americans and
women have better roles. This caught my attention because my sister is in something like
the black panther party except they're called the dreamers. They kind of reminded me of
the black panther party because they protest for their freedom and their education and
they also are protesting. (September 29, 2021)
Some might consider that Robbie’s perception of CRE was unfavorable, or at the very least
unremarkable, but in fact, it illustrates that some aspects of CRE can be more engaging than
others, as he also wrote that he realized, “...our emotions are what bring us closer together
because in reality we are all alike, we are just different in color or race but we all have emotions
and that's something that all of humanity has” (Performance Final, September 29, 2021).
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Although Robbie did not successfully complete this class and ended up dropping it due to lack of
progress, I recognize his acknowledgement of this connection as a small seed of interest that was
planted and might later bloom into full-blown engagement.
Part of the students’ general inability to make or recognize direct connections between
the literature and activities and their everyday lives may lie in my inability to successfully ask
questions that would lead to a transference of experience. This possible shortcoming is
something that I considered as I analyzed the data.

Theme 2: Students struggled to make broader connections outside of the classroom.
Another theme that emerged from the study was that students had a difficult time making
broader connections with the literature outside of the classroom. In other words, although
students showed evidence of individual growth, they did not demonstrate the ability to transfer
this knowledge outside of themselves. For example, Natasha noted that the character Fatima,
from Look Both Ways, showed them how to manage stressful situations by being more cognizant
of their situations. They wrote in their theme essay, “Fatima at first didn’t know what could
happen on her walk back home from school but this notebook where she writes down what
happens everyday, it demonstrates that being aware of what's going on can be a way to ease
upcoming situations” (November 10, 2021). Similarly, Natasha wrote in their theme essay that a
character named Satchmo’s tendency to overthink situations could cause undue stress
(November 10, 20210. In both situations, Natasha was able to gain insight into issues that they
shared, as well as mitigating strategies for dealing with stressful issues. In this way, the
literature was able to speak to Natasha. In fact, Natasha noted, “...sometimes I feel like I'm the
character rereading my life” (PostActivity Survey, September 27, 2021). However, the
questions remain: Would Natasha be able to recognize and/or show empathy to someone who
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might be in a similar situation? Would they be willing to use what they had learned to help
others? These questions loomed large in the research and provided areas for future study,
perhaps in a longitudinal approach.
When I asked students if any aspect of the novel reminded them of any aspect of their
real lives, outside of the mentioning of characters with whom they identified, or situations with
which they were familiar, I received very few in-depth responses. The majority of the 14
responses collected from the Focus Group Survey, demonstrated only a cursory connection to
students' extra-curricular environments. When students were asked if they could make any
connections between the literature and their lives, many gave very general responses. For
example, America wrote, “In the different stories, the reader can find different life lessons”
(Focus Group Survey, September 21, 2021). Although some of America’s previous responses
indicated that she could utilize what she had learned in ELA in other areas of her life, this
response did not provide me with enough information to determine either the width or depth of
the connection.
Some students could see obvious connections in the novels to social issues, such as
instances of racism and the police’s overreach of authority. Anya reported, “One of the
situations like racism does actually connect to society today in a way. Racism occurs in the
story” (Focus Group Survey, September 23, 2021). Similarly, Marlin reported, “They connect
with the news and what the news be talking about with cops” (Focus Group Survey, September
21, 2021). Once again, these responses demonstrated some recognition of relevance and
transferability, but not at the level that I had hoped.
Other students’ responses were a little more personal. For example, Kin connected with
negative educational experiences, “In chapter 2 "Fragging" I know what it fells like to have a
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bad teacher and one that you dont agree with” (Focus Group Survey, September 23, 2021).
While Kin’s response demonstrated a more personal connection with the text, ideally his answer
would have indicated that he might feel empathy for the teacher and that he might seek to
understand the teacher’s viewpoint before deeming them a “bad teacher.” These responses
showed that while students could make surface transferences of what they had learned from the
novel to their real-life experiences, they had difficulty demonstrating that the connection could
extend beyond the classroom walls.
Only 1 of the 14 students in the first group responded with an in-depth answer. Isis
wrote,
[I] feel like the stories connect on a way deeper level than just the school and class. i feel
like were all closed up in our little bubble and not really realizing what going on around
us until we really step out of it...so it just helps us open our eyes and really see things for
what they are of be aware of them to begin with (Focus Group Survey, September 23,
2021).
Isis’ post CRE analysis of sociocultural isolation demonstrated an understanding of how
perceived societal differences can limit our experiences, and consequently our worldviews. She
further explicated how literature can act as a catalyst for cross-cultural unification both inside
and outside of the classroom. Isis consistently wrote about her connections to the story and the
characters in ways that exhibited a deep level of understanding, making it even more unfortunate
that she ended up dropping the course for unknown reasons.
Conversely, when I asked students more explicitly what they learned from the book and
how it might relate to their lives, students were able to make more connections. America wrote,
“This semester, I experienced unique circumstances in which I hadn’t in any other Language
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Arts class. I was capable of making connections between the book, Meet Me Halfway and
myself…” (Performance Final, September 29, 2021). Additionally, some students did report that
they talked about the book outside of class. Natasha wrote,
I really enjoyed Meet Me Halfway that I even told my boyfriend, who doesn't even read,
about it. Especially the last chapter, the way the book ended sent me straight into an
emotional whirlpool. I wanted to cry because the last sentence was just perfect. Honestly,
I want to reread it in my own time so I can actually be in the moment instead of stress
reading trying to enjoy the book at the same time. (PostActivity Survey, September 27,
2021)
This comment demonstrated Natasha’s leap from efferent purposes to aesthetic purposes. In
other words, Natasha moved from a cognitive understanding of the text to an emotional
relationship with the text. According to Rosenblatt’s (1969) transactional reader-response
theory, this transaction is where authentic learning resides.
Additionally, Ulysses was able to make a tenuous connection between his school life and
his “real” life, “I also feel being able to communicate our thoughts and emotions towards a
specific topic or subject in a respectful manner is an important skill to have not only in your
education but in the real world as well”(Daily Journal, August 16, 2021). At the root of the
democratic process is the ability to discourse with others about sensitive topics in a manner that
is respectful of both the ideals and the person. If this was Ulysses’ only take-away from this
course, I would still consider it time well-spent.
Of the second novel, Look Both Ways, Natasha wrote, “I know shows on Netflix are not
books, but I am currently watching "Colin in Black & White". It's about Colin Kaepernick and
his childhood. What he's experienced and what he thinks about it. He also talks about what is
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currently going on in our society. Every episode I always tend to think about "Look Both Ways"
and if there's anything I can connect to it” (PostActivity Survey, November 30, 2021). Natasha
also noted,
If I like what we're reading in class, most of the time I will look into it more myself. I
always have a habit of wanting to know more. Once I know more, I will go off telling my
boyfriend about it and i'm pretty sure it annoys him because I would ask him questions
like, "What would you do if you were that character?" Or I would ask him, "What if this
character did something different?" He always says, "Uhh.. I don't know." I did this to
him last semester too with MMH. (PostActivity Survey, November 30, 2021)
Clearly, this student was able to make connections outside of the classroom, across multiple
pieces of literature, and across multiple media types that other students were not necessarily able
to demonstrate.
As indicated by the following responses, some students were able to make some general
real-world connections, as well as take some lessons from the novel Meet Me Halfway. Two
students who wanted to remain anonymous wrote that they learned “... that a book can be good if
you read it” (Focus Group Survey, September 21, 2021) and “That some books are interesting”
(Focus Group Survey, September 23, 2021). Although on the surface these lessons seem simple,
I can hope that their answers indicated a willingness to be more open to reading in the future and
perhaps giving books that they would normally reject, a second look.
Some students learned more complex lessons. Isis wrote, “[I] have learned really more
about myself as a person than what is down on paper...in other words I'm actually smarter than
what i think i am and more capable of what i tent to led on” (Focus Group Survey, September
23, 2021). From the lessons in class, Isis learned that she may have been underestimating her
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intellectual abilities, perhaps because others had underestimated her based on “what is down on
paper.” Indeed, some research shows that when teachers do not utilize the cultural capital that
students bring with them into the classroom by intentionally choosing resources and instruction
that is not only responsive, but also sustaining to students’ cultures, we may be doing more harm
than good (Olneck, 2000; Loutzenheiser & MacIntosh, 2004; Angerame, 2019).
Similarly, Kin wrote, “[I]ts not so much I've learned from the activities we have dont but
its more learning the way to learn” (Focus Group Survey, September 24, 2021). As previously
mentioned, Kin has dyslexia which can often impede his learning process. However, from the
course, he discovered that he could indeed be successful when presented with different
instructional strategies. Indeed, CRE strategies that align with the personalized instruction and
pedagogical strategies can engage even learners who are the most at-risk for failure (Amitay and
Rahav, 2018).
Osiris learned a lesson about giving grace to herself and to others. She wrote, “Based on
these stories and activities we've done in class, I've learned that everybody has different mindsets
and problems. Sometimes I tend to be really hard on myself but I look around me and even read
off the book different perspectives and problems that make me feel some type of comfort by just
being aware that it's not just me, it's everyone” (Focus Group Survey, September 23, 2021).
Osiris found that the literature not only gave credence to her own experiences and feelings, but
also allowed her to examine and validate others’ experiences, regardless of whether they
mirrored hers.
Erik wrote, “[W]ell i learned that some people are nit gonna like me because of my color
but it should not effect the way i see people” (Focus Group Survey, September 22, 2021).
Unfortunately, this ability to distance oneself from the negative perceptions of others is a
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valuable skill that marginalized people must learn, in order to overcome prejudices and
discrimination that we often experience. Erik is fortunate to have learned this from a text
because the real-life lesson is often much more brutal.
America learned an important lesson in resilience. She wrote, “I learned that is it
important to learn from certain events even if it causes emotional pain” (Focus Group Survey,
September 22, 2021). In my experience, students who have been systemically marginalized, are
the most equipped to be successful. They are often resourceful and resilient, but what these
students bring to the table is often undervalued (Schultz, 2018). However, America now
understands that she does not have to be hindered by setbacks but can instead use these
challenges to learn and grow.
Both Robbie and an anonymous student learned lessons in empathy. Robbie wrote, “I
learned that we all similar in a way” (Focus Group Survey, September 22, 2021), and the
anonymous student wrote, “[I] learned how difficult other peoples life can be” (Focus Group
Survey, September 21, 2021). As I have noted before in this study, exposing students to a
multicultural curriculum may increase their capacity to empathize with others (Mirra, 2018;
Meixner & Scupp, 2019). If the highest calling of the educator is to produce empathetic
citizens, then the highest calling of the educated may be to act upon this empathy. Both
students’ responses demonstrate that they are cognizant of the shared human experiences that can
bridge gaps between different cultures.
As I revisited student responses, I realized that I may have been dismissive of their
answers on my first evaluation. Even though students were sometimes unable to verbally
articulate what they had learned from the CRE approach to learning this semester, when they
were allowed an opportunity to reflect and write about what they were taking away from the
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experience, and when I analyzed their responses with fewer preconceived expectations, I found
that the majority of the students demonstrated some understanding that the lessons from the texts
and from the activities were relevant outside of the classroom walls. Students reported a range
of revelations that ranged from how they viewed others to how they viewed themselves.
Upon review of my methodology, I now recognize that some of the fault may lie within
my ability to ask the right questions, as well as my bias towards expected answers. In future
iterations of this research, I would fine tune my Focus Group Survey questions to garner the
most valid responses possible, and I would continually revisit my data for any new insight that
may come with time and distance from the data.
This portion of the research is particularly cogent to the purpose of education. As a
teacher, I find instances of self-discovery to be the greatest moments of achievement and success
in education because if you can learn something about yourself, that ultimately affects what you
can learn about others.

Research Question 4
The final question I explored was as follows: How do multiply-marginalized students
describe their experiences with the literature in a CRE classroom? In asking this question, I
wanted to know if students had a meaningful, impactful educational experience based upon the
literature they read and the activities they performed during the semester and what impact, if
any, did participating in CRE have on their current and future relationship with literature.
Each semester, students are required to complete a Performance Final that demonstrates
their competency through a writing and/or a performative task. This semester, my students were
required to write an essay with the following prompt,
Throughout this semester, you have engaged in multiple culturally responsive education
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(CRE) activities that were designed to increase your engagement (interest) in the subject
matter. Based on your experiences with the following: 1).multicultural literature MMH),
2.)classroom discussions (Journals), and 3.) instructional activities (project, CC Outline,
Author Interview, etc.), does CRE increase your engagement (interest) with the
curriculum? Use details to support your answer.
I further asked students to separate their experiences with CRE into three specific components:
the literature, the Daily Journals and Discussions, and the instructional activities. The students’
attitudes about their engagement as they related to these three areas as they were revealed in their
Performance Finals and supplemented by the Post Activity Survey and other research protocols,
helped to formulate the following themes:
Theme 1: Students who reported feeling engaged were engaged because they were connected
with (A) the literature and/or (B) others.
Theme 2: Students’ level of engagement was highly dependent on the instructional activity they
are assigned after reading.
Theme 3: Students were more likely to engage with literature in the future if it is culturally
relevant.

Theme 1A: Students were more engaged because they connected with the literature.
One theme that emerged from the study is that students who said they were more engaged
or interested in the class were interested in the literature that they read. For the first group, I
chose the book Meet Me Halfway: Milwaukee Stories by Jennifer Morales. The overwhelming
majority of the students who answered, approximately 76%, said that the book was interesting
and helped them to stay engaged during the semester. Virgil enthusiastically noted, “Sometimes
a book can change your whole view on literature.The book title is Meet Me Halfway by Jennifer
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Morales” (Performance Final, September 29, 2021). His response indicated that he had
previously had negative experiences with literature in ELA courses, but his experience with
culturally relevant literature had changed his outlook about literature. In essence, his perspective
had changed since being exposed to a multicultural text. It is my hope and presumption that
Virgil might be a little more open and willing to engage with literature, since he now realizes that
some literature can have a positive impact on him.
Kin, whose claim to high-school fame was having never read a book, but conceded that
reading was easier when done on school time (Class Discussion, September 30, 2021) said, “The
book “Meet Me Halfway” by Jennifer Morales has been the first book I've read in a while that
has kept my attention through the class, even though I was made to read it, the way it was
written as short stories that tie together made me more interested in characters” (Performance
Final, September 29, 2021). His assessment of the author’s choice and its effect on his
experience is quite profound. Author Jennifer Morales shared, during the Author Chat
(September 27, 2021), that she was deliberate in her choice of short stories because they were
easier to digest than traditional novels. Kin’s response affirmed the author’s format choice to
present her work in this way because it allowed him access to a text that he might have normally
avoided.
Similarly, the familiar theme of being able to relate to the characters and situations in
literature was present in students’ answers about CRE. Kin wrote, “I could also relate to
Jonquell because I have had disagreements with teachers, and because I could see myself in his
shoes I was able to connect to his character more” (Performance Final, September 29, 2021).
Shaun agreed, “An interesting aspect in the novel was the point of view of every character, for
example we learned the thoughts and actions in the first chapter of Mrs. Czernicki...Being in the
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point of view of an older white lady was interesting to say the least” (Performance Final,
September 29, 2021). These students’ responses indicated, once again, that students’ connection
to the characters were a factor in whether or not students were able to engage with the literature.
When students were able to put themselves in the shoes of the literary characters, especially
those that were very different from them, they were more likely to stay engaged with the
literature. As a bonus, students were able to practice empathy with characters once they were
able to consider alternative perspectives.
Kat had also noted on the Post Activity Survey, “My experiences this semester with CRE
was a lot more enjoyable than other literature classes that would make me analyze the dialogue
of “Romeo and Juliet”. The relatable characters in the novel we read made my reading
experience more exciting” (PostActivity Survey, September 27, 2021). They later expounded in
their Performance Final:
A character I could relate to in the book was Taquan who is mentioned to be a boy who is
black and hispanic in the chapter called, “Fragging”. “I call him Taco ’cause he’s half
Hispanic. He tries to tell me all the time he’s half Puerto Rican/half black and that's
different from Mexican, but he’s a hundred percent black as far as the people around
here concerned” (Morales, 40). I could relate to the feeling of only being seen as black
or hispanic as Taquan was and having to remind others that I’m not just one or the
other.” (Performance Final, September 29, 2021)
Kat later added,
Another character in the book that I enjoyed and related to was Bee-Bee, a woman who
had started to question her sexuality in the chapter, “Menudo”...This situation that BeeBee experienced was very similar to my own self discovery and it made me more excited
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to read about characters going through very similar situations like I had. The characters
and the experiences the characters had gone through was what made the book more
enjoyable for me to read and keep me engaged. (Performance Final, September 29,
2021)
Kat’s ability to connect on multiple levels with multiple characters for different reasons
demonstrates the power that culturally relevant literature can have on students who have been
marginalized in multiple ways. Throughout the semester, Kat expressed through their journals
and through class and personal discussion, the challenges with being a biracial, non-binary
person. They stated the belief that the type of literature and activities that they participated in
throughout both semesters led to their getting As in both semesters of the class, as opposed to the
previous Cs, Ds or even Fs that they had previously earned.
Natasha’s experience was unique to many of the other students. Their deference to
literature’s ability to impact their outlook and inlook even before the CRE instruction showed
they came into the course with a knowledge of the power of literature. In their PreActivity
Survey, they wrote,
I would always love when as a class, we all have to discuss what happened in the book
and how we felt about it. I always engage into these types of activities because it was
always a learning experience for me.It was always interesting to know how someone felt
during a specific part because it makes you start asking questions about yourself.”
(PreActivity Survey, August 11, 2021)
However, this knowledge deepened throughout the semester, with their exposure to CRE, as they
demonstrated their understanding that being able to collaborate with others and share their own
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perspectives allowed them to explore their own feelings about the work. Later, in their
Performance Final Essay, they wrote,
Overall, my experience with CRE was different, but I liked it as compared to previous
literature classes…My previous literature classes never caught my interest because we
would read books about things like Old English. I don’t want to read about that. On my
own time, I would read about other cultures and issues that are going on by myself, and
thankfully this class had something very similar to what I would read. The activities we
did were also different, especially the zoom meeting with the author. From “Menudo”
with Beebee and Netania to the zoom meeting with the author herself, I can see how just
because we don’t come from a similar background, doesn’t mean we’ll be different from
one another. (September 29, 2021)
While many of the students’ responses demonstrated the effectiveness of culturally responsive
education, Natasha’s ability to make the connection between the characters, the situations, the
author, and themselves was a trifecta of engagement and represents my goal for the
implementation of CRE.

Theme 1B: Students were more engaged when they connected with each other.
The most prevalent theme that emerged was that students enjoyed listening to other
students’ opinions and discussing both curricular and extra-curricular topics. By far, more
students, approximately 87%, named the Class Discussions, whether they were school and
curriculum related or general discussions, as their favorite and the most interesting aspect of
class. Anya summarized it the best when she wrote, “The Classroom Discussions were an
important element of the CRE because it helps you understand things more or know different
perspectives from people” (Performance Final, September 29, 2021).
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In addition to being the favorite classroom activity of students, I also found the Daily
Classroom Journals and subsequent Class Discussions to be the most valuable research tool.
Each day, students were presented with a journal prompt that represented a range of topics in the
form of questions, quotes, pictures, and in some cases, freewriting. These prompts were
answered in writing, then students responded to their classmates, both in writing and orally, as
we segued into class discussions. Overwhelmingly, student responses grew more candid and
interactive as the semester progressed, and they began to view these periods as a safe place in
which they could share their thoughts and feelings. I specifically chose journaling and
discussions as a way to facilitate openness and sharing amongst the students. I have employed
this method for the majority of my teaching career, and each year students overwhelmingly
report that the journals are one of the best parts of the class because they allow them to not only
express themselves in a safe environment, but also get to know the opinions of their classmates.
In general, students liked hearing from their classmates about general topics and felt that
they gained insight into others’ perspectives. Ulysses wrote,
I learned the opinion of others on whatever topic we were discussing and it helps get a
variety of different points of view and i feel it is important to be able to openly
acknowledge and hear out others opinions as this is how we grow as people and as a
community . I also feel being able to communicate our thoughts and emotions towards a
specific topic or subject in a respectful manner is an important skill to have not only in
your education but in the real world as well. (Daily Journal, August 16, 2021)
Likewise, Misty wrote, “The most important thing I've learned from the journals and classroom
discussions is learning to see things from different perspectives” (Daily Journal, August 17,
2021). Both Ulysses and Misty’s responses demonstrated their understanding of the importance
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of being able to consider different perspectives and meaningfully discourse with people who are
not like them, in order to gain a mutual understanding and respect for one another. Ulysses'
answer indicated that he was able to take this knowledge one step further to show that he
understood the importance of the real-world application of this skill. Diana concurred,
I would love to have like a class activity or any type of activity where i hear others who
read the same book opinions. why they did or did not like it , who the related to the most
in the story , if there's any characters they just didn't like . Any activity where i get to
see/hear about the story from someone else's perspective. (PreActivity Survey, August
11, 2021)
From the students’ responses, it was evident that students recognized the value in hearing from
different perspectives. Diana later expounded, “I would say that the most important thing i have
learned this week would be that everyone thinks differently, everyone has their own
opinion...Most importantly that everyone's opinion holds value and you just have to respect that ,
because everyone does not think the same” (Daily Journal, August 12, 2021). Other students
agreed that the Daily Journals and Class Discussions allowed them to both examine their own
perspectives, while respectfully considering the perspectives of others.
The methods teachers use to teach and assess learning are critical for student engagement.
Students must be taught and assessed in ways that validate and utilize their backgrounds and
experiences (i.e., prior knowledge) and accurately reflect their understanding. Students are more
likely to be academically successful when they are engaged and given a chance to demonstrate
mastery in ways that may be more suitable to their differing modalities (Corso et al, 2013;
Labelle, 2011). For example, Foster’s (1993) study found that by allowing students to analyze
texts collectively, instead of individually, they were more likely to gain both academic skills and
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social and emotional skills. My study supported this assertion. The students reported that they
felt more connected to the literature and to each other, through the sharing and vetting of ideas.
In the classroom, this type of collaboration can be best achieved through journaling and
subsequent discussion. Student data showed that Class Discussions were overwhelmingly the
most engaging of the classroom activities.
When students were specifically asked what they had learned, which was a weekly
journal prompt, they often referred to the journals as a conduit for new ways of thinking. “The
most important thing i learned from this weeks journals is that everyone has their own way of
thinking. There is many opinions people have that never even crossed my mind” (Beatrix, Daily
Journal, August 12, 2021). America wrote, “I have learned a variety of opinions that differ
from mine. I have been educated on different struggles that people have to face that I had not
considered” (Daily Journal, August 12, 2021). Bishop wrote, “[P]eople have very diffrent
oppions on things. It is also a good thing that we dissus what we do in class. l might not be so
diffrent from the person next to me” (Daily Journal, August 16, 2021). These student responses
to the Daily Journals demonstrated their recognition that humans often have more similarities
than differences could be the catalyst for more discourse around bridging the gap between
different cultures.
Specifically, the Daily Journal that asked about the meaning and significance of culture
stood out to many students. Sam wrote, “The most important thing I've[learned] this week was
how culture affect us in our everyday life at home, work/school and in public in general” (Daily
Journal, August 12, 2021). Similarly, Natasha wrote, “The most important thing I learned this
week was definitely the discussions we had about cultures. I was able to hear about other
peoples cultures and it was very interesting. It was nice to hear about other peoples culture
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because you can hear what you can relate to and whats different” (Daily Journal, August 12,
2021).
Diana was also able to make the connection between CRE, the Daily Journals, and the
Class Discussions as a way to bridge the gap between diverse cultures. She wrote,
The classroom discussions/journals were an important element to CRE because we write
daily journals where we get asked a question...Then we answer the question and it
doesn’t have to be school related and we also respond to one of our classmates' answers
which I enjoy reading because not everyone has the same response and so you get a
different answer from a different point of view (POV). Another journal that i found myself
to like was journal # 28 that asks “what did you learn this week?” and well since it
doesn’t have to be school related i feel like Ms.Morall got to know her students not just
academically but personally as well because each answer for each student is different.
Ms.Morall was not the only one who got to know us but us as the students got to know
one another because we’d be responding to each other and reading each other's answers.
(Performance Final, September 29, 2021)
Diana acknowledged that the Journals and subsequent Class Discussions were a useful tool to be
exposed to and validate cultures other than our own. Additionally, this response supported
research that noted the use of journaling as a resource to develop and strengthen teachers'
relationships with students who are placed at-risk (Anderson et al., 2011). Carver et al. (2000)
similarly noted that journaling not only helps students to process information, but also helps the
teacher to see the students as individuals. Hooks’ (1999) views on empowering marginalized
students by valuing their experiences is at the crux of CRE, and success in this endeavor hinges
on knowing our students. Shaun made a similar connection when he realized,
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The classroom discussions were important to the CRE because it gave students a
platform to give their honest opinions on different topics... some of the questions wanted
to know more about me not just as a student but as who I am outside of school...the CRE
was more than just reading and writing. It was about reading something you care about
or interested in. (Performance Final, September 29, 2021)
Davis and Weeden (2009) asserted that discussion is the best way to “test both their ideas and
their learning” (p. 77). They also recognized this necessary step if teachers desired to “keep
language active and evolving” (p. 77). This evolution of thought and language precedes
behavioral reform. It is in this space of community and empathy, not only amongst students, but
also between teacher and student, that real growth can occur.
Another student who was able to connect the Class Discussions as a valuable part of CRE
was Beatrix, who wrote, “This discussion helps understand how relating to a piece of literature
can or cannot have an effect on one's interest in what they are reading” (Performance Final,
September 29, 2021). Being able to recognize the importance of connections to literature with
engagement was one of the primary goals of this particular research, and sharing ideas with
others was an integral part of this process.
During the second semester, students read Jason Reynolds novel Look Both Ways: A Tale
Told in Ten Blocks. Like the previous novel, this book was composed of several short stories
that connected diverse characters. Overall, students’ responses demonstrated that they enjoyed
the book and were able to make immediate connections with the characters, which sparked their
initial interest. A second semester student, Mari wrote in her Performance Final, “Overall my
experiences with CRE were more engaged compared to my previous literature class. Honestly
this might be the only time I've ever had a teacher talk about culture in my literature class. I
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really appreciate culture and all the different activities we did to understand culture a little
better” (November 30, 2021). Mari’s answer indicates that she welcomed the inclusion of the
discussions about culture in her ELA courses because it broadened her understanding of the
implications of culture in literature and real-life. Nat agreed that the journals and learning about
each other’s cultures was a way to “embrace diversity” (Performance Final, November 30,
2021). Indeed, embracing diversity is a necessary step to broadening one’s worldview. These
responses further demonstrated that students overwhelmingly enjoyed hearing the perspectives of
their peers and being able to share their perspectives in a safe place, further validating the
effectiveness of collaboration and reflexivity as the foundation of both engagement and
sociocultural reform (Corso et al., 2013; Curwood & Gibbons, 2009).

Theme 2: Students’ level of engagement was highly dependent on the instructional activity
they were assigned after reading.
Overall, the research found mixed results for students reporting feelings of being engaged
by some of the instructional activities. My first group of students overwhelmingly reported that
the instructional resources and activities did keep them interested. Diana noted, “Many of the
classroom activities we did were able to engage me, a student, more into literature” (Author
Chat, September 27, 2021). Of the 17 students who responded, 14 said they were mostly
engaged during the semester, 2 said they were not engaged and 2 were either ambivalent, or their
answers were indeterminate. When asked to consider their experience with culturally responsive
education (CRE), most students acknowledged that CRE was useful for facilitating their interest
and understanding of the text. Diana wrote in her Performance Final,
Overall my experience with CRE was way better as compared to any previous literature
class. For starters we read a book that not only had characters from the LGBTQ+
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community but people of color as well and racial issues that were happening in
Milwaukee,Wisconsin. While reading the book we also had daily discussions/journals
that were fun to do because it could be about whatever and didn’t have to be school
related as long as it answered the question that was being asked. That helped me
understand not only the book but my classmates as well and their beliefs and what they
agree with from a different perspective. Additionally we also got to meet the author
which i never got to do in any of my other literature classes. Meeting the author was
something big to me because I agree with her morals and beliefs. All these activities that
were done in my class worked as a whole to get me engaged not only into the class but
the assignments as well. So with that being said I strongly believe that CRE activities do
increase student engagement with the curriculum. (Performance Final, September 29,
2021)
Diana’s appraisal of CRE was that, in its entirety, the literature and activities worked, as a way to
capture students’ interest. Her response is in alignment with City et al. 's (2009) assessment that
all the facets of instruction must work in tandem to foster student engagement.
America explained that in regard to a particular assignment, the “Critical Culture Literary
Outline,”(Appendix J) on which students were tasked with identifying instances of
marginalization in the novel, she was not only able to remain engaged, but she was also able to
make connections between the characters and real-life areas of discrimination.
Throughout the curriculum, many classroom activities were able to maintain my interest.
One of the many, was the Critical Culture Literary Outline that we were assigned to do.
Because of the assignment, I was able to better understand and connect with the
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characters in Meet Me Halfway, and was able to recognize the many criterias of
marginalization” (Performance Final, September 29, 2021).
In this response, America indicated that the instructional activity was able to increase her
understanding of the content and her connection to the characters. Natasha commented on the
same assignment, “...I realized how the “Critical Culture Literary Outline” could’ve been useful
if I’ve done it. That assignment could’ve helped me analyze the book better since it asked
questions like, “Does it shed light on an issue that primarily affects marginalized groups?”
which yes, Meet Me Halfway does shed light on multiple issues that affect marginalized groups”
(Performance Final, September 29, 2021). Natasha’s confession to not doing the assignment, yet
acknowledging its usefulness is a rather comical reflection on the unpredictable nature of
humans, in general, and teenagers, in particular, when it comes to research. Other students found
the “Critical Culture Outline” challenging, but helpful in demonstrating areas of marginalization
that might not otherwise be recognized. Dante wrote in his Performance Final,
I thought this activity was one of the most interesting because it was an important part of
culturally responsive education. The assignment helped show the problems that
marginalized groups face like being bullied because of sexuality or having to deal with
socioeconomic stereotypes…the critical culture outline [was] important for helping me
learn more about the characters and problems that marginalized groups face in the real
world and in the story. (Performance Final, November 30, 2021)
Once again, students’ responses indicated the effectiveness of incorporating activities that a)
complemented the literature and b) related to their real-world experiences, bolstering the
research that says instruction must be meaningful and relevant to be engaging (Fredericks et al.,
2004; DeNicolo & Franquiz, 2006; Paris, 2012; Emdin, 2017)
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Conversely, other students reported that some of the activities they did were not
particularly engaging. Even Kat, who overall expressed great interest in both the literature and
the activities employed throughout the semester noted, “Some assignments did detach me from
the work and made it harder for me to get things done but didn't change my overall experience
with CRE too much” (Performance Final, September 29, 2021). In other words, some activities
were more engaging than others. The following responses reveal that other students felt the
same way:
“I wasn’t really engaged with the activities compared to the readings and journals. I
struggle on reflecting on things I learn or read” (Shaun, Performance Final, September 29,
2021).
“Projects and packets were a little hard to complete. Can't say that it engaged me more
in this class when you can't really answer a lot of the questions that were given” (Hector,
Performance Final, September 29, 2021)
“Some of the classroom activities did not help me continue to be engaged in the
curriculum. As it somewhat helped, it bored me out at the same time. For example, the
“vocabulary” assignment we did, I hated it...It felt pointless and a waste of time… but it did
bring my grade up, which was nice”(Natasha, Performance Final, September 29, 2021).
My reaction to these responses was predicated on purely anecdotal data gathered during my
nearly 30 years of experience in the classroom: Most students do not like to do many
instructional activities of any sort. In past years, when students were invited to collaborate on
the planning part of instructions, their suggestions were overwhelmingly simple, easy, and not
requiring much heavy lifting on their part. In fact, when I surveyed students on the types of
activities they would prefer doing after reading literature, approximately 80% of students, an
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overwhelming majority, preferred Classroom Discussions, with group and multimodal projects
trailing a not-so-close second place at 49% and 46%, respectively. All of these activities require
either minimal writing or a sharing of the work-load with other students. Although this study has
been clear that collaboration is crucial for student engagement, I also know that part of the
appeal of “group work” is that it lessens their workload. Not surprisingly, the least favorite
instructional activity reported by students was writing essays (9%) and research projects and
lectures coming in second from the bottom at 33% each.
Despite my initial reaction to student responses based on decades of informal
observations of students, I must now allow space for the data-based evidence that student
disengagement goes beyond an aversion to doing any kind of challenging work. The findings of
this study have actually proved the opposite of my assumptions; students’ responses indicated
that they were more willing to remain engaged with instruction if the instruction was actually
engaging. In other words, subject matter matters. In fact, there was little mention of the
difficulty level of the work in the students’ responses. At the very least, this phenomenon
provides fodder for future research.
Students also expressed that their feelings about the literature, as well as their level of
engagement with the activity was dependent upon how interested they were in the content. Kat
said, “I wouldn't dread finishing a chapter, even though I enjoy the book, just because I don't
want to do an activity that I don't like. *cough cough group projects cough cough*” (Post
Activity Survey, September 27, 2021). Other students agreed,
“My feelings about reading literature would change if the activities interested me
because it wouldn't be as challenging to get the activity done”(Angela, PostActivity
Survey, November 29, 2021)
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“I feel if the activities were interesting but the book wasn't then I would still have a hard
time being interested in the literature” (Kat, PostActivity Survey, November 18).
“I would definitely be much more motivated to do assignments on a topic that I am
enthusiastic about” (Clark, PostActivity Survey, November 30, 2021).
These students’ responses indicated that both the literature and the activities must be interesting
in order to keep their interest. Other students’ responses corroborated this opinion:
“The activities had me engaged in the novel and had me paying attention to things I
never would have payed attention to if it wasn't for the activities” (Beatrix, Performance Final,
September 29, 2021).
“[E]ach activity we would do would interest me more and more and got me more into the
book” (Virgil, Performance Final, September 29, 2021).
These students’ corresponding answers showed the cyclical relationship between engaging
literature and engaging activities. The students reported that when they were engaged, they were
more likely to do the work, and the more work they did, the more they enjoyed the book.
Natasha, who despite being engaged with Meet Me Halfway, struggled with completing
the first semester project reported of their experience with Look Both Ways during the second
semester, “The activities only interest me if the book interests me. I was able to do the project
this time fully because I actually really liked the book”(Natasha, PostActivity Survey, November
18, 2021). Other student responses were similar:
If they [the books] interest me i would feel much better or confident reading it. It
would make me want to finish the activities also. And i would struggle less when it
comes to the activities…when i engage in a literature selection i tend to pay more
attention towards the activities we do. I'm sort of picky in a way about the
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activities. I would answer any questions also if I'm engaged to the activity. (Anya,
PostActivity Survey, September 27, 2021)
Once students were able to connect with either the characters, or the context, or both, they
reported being much more likely to both complete the reading and to attempt the assignments.
Kat noted, “It's easier to get everything done when you're in the moment of being the most
engaged in something. You're just in the zone and before you know it everything you need is
done” (PostActivity Survey, November 30, 2021). Natasha summed it up best when they wrote
in their second semester Performance Final,
I hated doing assignments in my old lit classes because I always looked at the
assignment and thought it was dumb for a book I don’t even like. This novel, the
classroom discussions and the activities really taught me a lesson, not like
Beowulf that I had to read in my old school. (November 30, 2021).
Their clear-cut answer demonstrates what I presupposed is true for many students: they have no
interest in engaging with material of no interest to them. Conversely, when students care about
the literature that they are reading, they will engage more readily and thus learn more.
Fortunately, even when students did not connect with the literature, the Journals and
Class Discussions helped to bridge the gap for understanding. Robbie wrote, “Even though the
book didn't grab my attention, the journals in class helped me better understand the book and
also helped to keep me engaged. The journal questions we discussed in class were important
because they helped build a better understanding of the story” (Performance Final, September
29, 2021). In other words, students were also able to use the Classroom Discussions as a means
to resolve any questions or misunderstandings they had. Erik noted,
When I didn't comprehend something, I used classroom conversations to aid me. They
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were a crucial part of class because if I didn't read or understand something, we would
all discuss it and it would catch up with me. For example, when asked who was your
favorite character, I naturally replied Johnquell, but I was still on chapter 1 while the
rest of the class was reading chapter 3, and I was way behind. A number of my
classmates informed me that Johnquell had died, which both saddened me and piqued my
interest in continuing to read to find out more. Another fascinating aspect of class was
when we were asked who our least favorite character was, and we unanimously chose Stu
Reed. Because he was a bully, no one loved stu Reed. (Performance Final, September 29,
2021)
Erik, and I am certain there were others, used the Classroom Discussions as a way to clarify any
confusion, as a review before an assessment, as a lifeline when they were behind, and even as a
way to commiserate about unsavory characters.
Students did report that the Zoom meeting with the author was, by far, the most engaging
activity that we did during the semester. Diana noted,
The novel Meet Me Halfway was able to engage my interest because not a lot of authors
who aren’t a person of color write about issues that go on in diverse communities;
they’re not given a voice and Jennifer Morales gave the community of Milwaukee a voice
and shared the story of lives and what they struggle with. Not to mention she also added
LGBTQ+ characters which I loved. (Author Chat, September 27, 2021)
Diana’s response showed her appreciation for representation of marginalized characters in
literature. The response also indicates that Diana recognized that this representation is often
lacking and is sorely needed. Other students agreed that the Author Chat was both enlightening
and engaging. America wrote, “Another interesting activity that was exciting, was the
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opportunity to meet the author Jennifer Morales. Being able to get insight from the author,
through a series of questions, gave me the opportunity to better connect with the message that
Jennifer Morales intended to send in Meet Me Halfway” (Performance Final, September 29,
2021). America’s response indicated that her personal interaction with the author provided her
with clarity and increased insight that allowed her to deepen her connection with the literature.
Other students also reported that they were able to draw connections to the book, not only
through the characters and situations, but also through interacting with the author herself. In her
Performance Final, Natasha reflected,
[M]y favorite response from Ms. Morales was how she had two different Gloria stories
because she had to rewrite them. She also did an interview with Gloria, a character she
made up, to understand her better. Hearing that helped me realize there are so many
ways to try to understand anything, you just need to find it. Having to answer these
journals and doing the zoom meeting was a key factor for me to understand the book.
Others can just read the book, while people like me need to find other ways to truly
understand the book, just like how Ms. Morales found a way to understand her own
character.” (September 29, 2021)
As an aspiring writer, Natasha was able to not only glean wisdom about writing strategies from
an aspiring writer, but also to connect the effectiveness of these strategies with their own reading
experiences. Through their discourse with the author, Natasha was able to recognize the
similarities in Morales’ approach to gaining a deeper understanding of a character she is
developing and their own approach to gaining a deeper understanding of new and challenging
concepts.
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America also reasoned, “Through Jennifer Morales’ answer, I was able to amplify my
emotion towards the connection between prejudice and women” (Author’s Chat, September 27,
2021). Like Natasha, America was able to connect more deeply with a character and a concept
once she gained insight from the character’s creator. This activity is an extension of the
Classroom Discussion activity that students reported was one of the most engaging activities.
The only difference is that students were able to discourse with the originator of the literature,
which provided more insight into the characters. Here, students were able to test out their
theories, share their viewpoints, and become co-creators of their learning.
Several colleagues were invited to observe the Author Chat via Zoom. The following
comments reflected their perceptions of student engagement during this activity:
RESEARCH ASSISTANT PENNYWORTH: “Students were focused and involved” despite the
“challenge to keep notetaking and zoom option” (A. Pennyworth, Student Engagement
Observation Protocol, September 29, 2021). Stern further noted that students were “engaged in
visible learning” and “attending to other participants” (Student Engagement Observation
Protocol, September 27, 2021).
ASSISTANT PRINCIPAL DAVIS: “Students are having fun! There are some students @ home
[without masks] that are smiling and excited to ask questions” (A. Davis, Student Engagement
Observation Protocol, September 27, 2021). Both observers noted that the questions the students
asked were “valid,” “pointed,” “strong & insightful & inventive,” and “stretched the mind of
the writer” (Pennyworth & Davis, Student Engagement Observation Protocol, September 27,
2021).
ASSISTANT PRINCIPAL McGONAGALL: “All the students were prepared and actively
engaged in the zoom call...This experience was clearly engaging and meaningful to the students”
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(M. McGonagall, Teacher Effectiveness System-Brief Observation 1, September 27, 2021). The
depth of the questions and the ability to display interest, even in masks and on a Zoom
conference call, speak to the levels of engagement necessary to overcome literal physical
barriers.
I would have to agree with my students that this activity was the highlight of the first
semester. The day of the Author Chat had one of the highest attendance and participation rates,
with every enrolled student attending. Some students even joined the Zoom from their homes,
and one joined from the Starbucks near their house. Admittedly, one reason for this success was
that the activity was the students’ Final Exam grade, although many students have been absent
on previous Final Exam days. However, I also believe that students genuinely wanted to engage
with the author who had created the characters in whom they had invested. The data from this
activity also supported the research that asserted the positive correlation between engagement
and decreased absenteeism in students (McGregor & Mills, 2011).
The most interchangeable or flexible aspect of student engagement was the literature
itself. To clarify, while interest in the literature is important because it is the catalyst and
antecedent for effective and engaging discussion and activities, any number of multicultural texts
could be supplanted to foster student engagement. This is good news for teachers wishing to
implement multicultural literature: the possibilities are endless.

Theme 3: Students were more likely to engage with literature in the future if it is culturally
relevant.
This finding might foreshadow students’ future experiences with literature, as well as
provide a direction for future studies. A common goal for teachers of literature is to create
lifelong readers. A way to accomplish this goal is to establish pathways to future engagement.
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Several of the students provided favorable critiques of the book, often referencing
unfavorable previous reading experiences. The main complaint from the students was the lack of
representation and/or relevancy in much of the literature to which they had previously been
exposed. Bonney and Sternberg (2016) warned of the danger of alienating diverse readers by
providing them with monolithic texts. Likewise, Hughes-Hassell (2013) questioned the
effectiveness of the Western canon, positing that marginalized people need to see characters they
could relate to, in order to feel self-efficacious about their own situations. Under the premise
that “texts are never neutral,” (Devereaux & Palmer, 2019, p. 93), the idea of counternarratives
challenges the narrative of the dominant culture, and students are able to see themselves in new,
positive ways. Natasha’s reported experience throughout both semesters supported HughesHassell’s (2013) research on the effectiveness of counternarratives that negate the stories of
oppression and marginalization that are so widely spread amongst dominant master narratives.
Ultimately, it is these shifts in personal paradigms that evolve into seismic power shifts in
society as a whole.
Many of the students expressed an interest in reading other texts that were reflective of
their culture and our interests, as well as the cultures and interests of others. Mari wrote, “Based
on my experience this semester, CRE has increased my interest in culture” (Performance Final,
November 30, 2021). Natasha expounded, “One thing I would prefer to read now is anything
that is outside of my culture. I want to be educated on things that has nothing to do with my
lifestyle…I would love to read anything cultural now after reading Meet Me Halfway”
(PostActivity Survey, November 18, 2021). Natasha’s comments indicated that CRE, and
particularly diverse literature choices, was a catalyst for their desire to learn about cultures other
than theirs. Natasha further added, “I really love Look Both Ways. Reading this book makes me
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want to read more of Jason Reynolds. I actually really like his style of writing. It makes you feel
like he's actually talking to you and telling you a story. I try to achieve that feeling when I write.
(PostActivity Survey, November 30, 2021). Not only did reading this text engage Natasha’s
interest, but it also piqued their curiosity about Reynolds’ other works, and even inspired
Natasha’s own writing aspirations. In this way, exposure to a diverse text created a connection
between the reader and the content that crossed both demographic and cultural boundaries and
may affect their future literary choices, both as reader and author.
Haines (1999) noted that the Hero would ultimately have experienced a loss by this stage
of the journey. This final step in Natasha’s journey, demonstrated both their evolution and their
future intentions as a reader. In their early journals, Natasha noted repeatedly that their literature
of choice was of post-apocalyptic, zombie genre. However, as the semester progressed, Natasha
expressed an increasing interest in more realistic, culturally relevant literature, although the
ultimate boon for Natasha would be a combination of the two, “ I still stand by reading anything
that has to do with a zombie apocalypse because I still love it so much, it'll never leave my heart.
If there was a book about people from different cultures teaching each other their backgrounds
during the apocalypse, I will one hundred percent read it” (PostActivity Survey, November 18,
2021).
Many of the students’ responses throughout the study indicated the students’ desires to
find connections within literature that make them feel seen and heard. Indeed, it is this universal
need to be validated that unites human beings across the globe. Unfortunately, once students
leave formal education institutions, many students lose the resources and or guidance that is
sometimes needed to facilitate growth and learning outside of academic experiences. For some
students, my class is their last significant experience with literature. However, if students are
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exposed to the possibilities of diverse literature and literary experiences that can increase the
appeal of reading, it can be supposed that they may be more likely to entertain post-graduation
literary pursuits (Hughes-Hassell, 2013).

Conclusion
For many AHS students, rebirth is necessary for completing their journeys. Until now,
their individual odysseys have been long, arduous, and fraught with obstacles. However, the
Belly of the Whale offered them a chance for renewal. This stage inevitably requires the
symbolic death of something or someone–a shedding of old skin–in order to usher in a new life.
For Dewey (1997), education, at its democratic core, represents a renewing of ideas, grappling
with these new concepts, discoursing with others, and fulfilling one’s civic duty to contribute to
the betterment of society by both re-examining and transmitting cultural gain from generation to
generation. In order for this to occur, educators at all levels must employ resources and activities
that are both responsive and sustaining to all cultures. While the Belly of the Whale historically
symbolizes a place of instability and danger, it is here where our Student-Heroes also found the
succor necessary for this metamorphosis.
For the Hero, the Special World offers a glimpse of what could await them on the other
side (Campbell, 2019). However, the journey is far from over. They have acquired new
knowledge, and they are equipped to emerge victorious, but the Hero has yet to prove that they
are worthy of reward. The Return is where the Hero must demonstrate what they have learned in
a final test. The test will be challenging, but surmountable, and the Hero is stronger now, but
they must show they know how to wield this new weapon.
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POETIC INTERLUDE
“Sing in me Muse, and through me tell the story…” (Homer, n.d./ 1998)
In this opening line of Homer’s poem, The Odyssey, the hero Odysseus is invited to
regale an audience of Phaeacians with an account of his adventures before they gift him with a
ship to sail home to his beloved Ithaca. As these epic tales were passed on orally, they took the
form of poetry, making it easier for the Hero to recount, and the Hero would often invoke the
Muse for inspiration and help to tell his story. For this journey, my students have served me well
as muses, inspiring me every step of the way. My students’ writings provided me with
invaluable insight into their lives, which in turn provided the building blocks for our
relationships.
Research has shown that journaling not only allows students space to reflect and process
their thoughts, but it also helps to foster strong relationships between their peers and their
teachers (Anderson et al., 2011). In fact, I believe that the most valuable information gathered
from this study was in the form of journal responses. Indeed, MNI as a methodology recognizes
the value that comes from amplifying the voices of those whose voices have been previously
muted. Phillion et al. (2005) noted,
Story is the most time-honored way in which cultures preserve the past and shape the
future…In the factual information needed to survive or the inspirational example of
overcoming hardship and accepting transformation or in sharing responses to daily
concerns, recounting the experiences of people is a way to see the world through a
particular lens in a specific context. Recounting the stories of people represents the most
fundamental way in which knowledge reveals itself. (p. 237)
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Each of my students’ responses provided a little insight into their story. Much like the epic hero
Odysseus, my students join me in media res, and their journals provided insight into where they
have been, where they are, and where they are going.
Researchers have found that narrative data, in its many forms, is a valuable data tool
(Phillion et al., 2005). Taking this thought one step further, researchers seeking to expand the
boundaries of what is considered “knowledge” are now considering poetry as a valid form of
data (Shapiro, 2004). Though the terms poetry and data may seem to be in direct contradiction
to each other, autobiographical poetry has been found to be especially useful, especially when
dealing with issues of trauma and psychological well-being (Shapiro, 2004).
Throughout the course of this study, I collected hundreds of pages of data in the
form of primarily solicited journals. Solicited journaling differs from unsolicited journaling, in
that the participant is writing with the research topic in mind (Jacelon & Imperio, 2005).
Journals provide real-time, valuable insight into the participants perceptions that might otherwise
be overlooked. Participant checking through subsequent interviews, or in the case of this study,
follow up Classroom Discussions, can be utilized for exploration and elaboration of the topics
(Jacelon & Imperio, 2005). This tool has proved to be a rich data source because (a) it directly
aligned with my multicultural narrative inquiry (MNI) methodology (b) students enjoyed the
journals and therefore were more likely to participate (c) students could be honest in their
journals, because sharing was voluntary (d) the journals could be readily thematically codified.
My students gave so much of themselves, often in witty, insightful, pithy journal
responses, the majority of which ended up on the proverbial cutting room floor. As their teacher
and collaborator in this experience, I struggled with having to leave so much of their voices
unheard.
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Poetry, by definition, is a compressed version of literature using the most potent language
to express a sentiment. As I could not feasibly include all of the words of all of my students, I
felt that poetry might be the best method to capture the essence of some of my students’ voices.
Following, is my attempt to capture the layered, complex, multivoicedness that is my students, in
the form of poetry. Each poem is entirely in the words of my students, save the transitional
words that are bracketed:
Kat
I think culture is
things people have, think, do, or believe because of where they are from.
I think culture can
create new rules in society and can change what we learn in school.
I think culture should
have an influence because there are a lot of cultures we can learn from.
My most dominant culture would have to be the LGBTQ+
I don’t like a stereotype that being gay [is] our whole personality.
I may talk about it the most since not many people here are comfortable to share that type of
information to a bunch of people they don’t know.
I feel like my culture…
it's very underrepresented.
Diverse characters allow me to learn…
[Like]
what the Black Panther Party really did for people of color.
Pretty dope.
I was more interested in reading the chapter with the character that i related to the most
[Like]
TJ instantly reminded me of my cousin and having boogers be the start of a book was funny to
me.
Pretty dope.
It's important to understand why characters made certain decisions in the story.
[Like]
you won't understand all too much why they act the way they do unless you can relate to them at
least a little.
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[Like]
people who bully do it because they don't really have much power in their life.
and
the[y] need power over someone else's to replace that.
It helped me heal a little bit but not much.
___________________________________________________________
Natasha
The most important thing I learned
Was
Definitely the discussions about culture
Because
You can hear what you can relate to and what’s different.
Students learn differently.
If a character who is Hispanic or speaks Spanish it's nice
But
It doesn’t change the way I feel about the book.
It's not important to me.
I always go unbiased about characters.
If a character is like you or not, it shouldn’t matter.
Of course you can care about it
But
Me, personally, I don’t.
I love hearing
Other people’s thoughts and opinions.
It helps you
Ask more questions
Wanting to know more
Having a better understanding.
Distracted me from my anxiety.
Our emotions bind us together
There is more similarities than differences
Hispanic
Salvadoran
Central America
Mexico
Similar [but] are not the same.
Honestly,
I can see their opinion
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I don’t agree with their opinion
But
I would like to know more.
Being open is respecting it.
Beatrix Part 1
Culture can make everyone different and interesting.
In. Their. Own. Way.
For example, That us Salvadorans talktoomuch.
And that we are very nosy.
Cultures can also bind humanity together
Because
Being interested in different cultures can also bring people together.
For example, Birthday parties. The way some celebrate them can be different from others.

Beatrix Part 2
I have a love/hate relationship with reading.
I once read a book
and the teacher chose the book.
Me and my classmates didn’t enjoy reading the book.
I would read without actually paying attention to what it was saying. I would need to reread to
make sure that I payed attention that time.
If it's a story I need to read, im going to r[e]ad the story regardless.
On the other hand…
I would enjoy it more if I could connect with the characters.
Meet Me Halfway.
I like the different perspectives.
I feel like I can relate.
ZOOM
I enjoyed listening to Jennifer Morales answer my questions.
It can be offensive if an author doesn’t correctly express a culture.
It can be confusing.
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_________________________________________________________
Diana
I would say i have learned everyone thinks differently
I least relate to Mr. Stu
For starters he kept messing with johnquell
Trying to belittle his standing point
Not to mention mans went to his funeral
He expected a warm and loving welcome
As if he was even invited in the first place
Everyone’s opinion holds value and you just have to respect that because everyone does not
think the same
___________________________________________________________
Kin
At the end of the day
[T]he journals have made me think about my felings about school and other things that i dont
realy think about in everyday life
i can see things i can relate to such as school and not getting along with the teacher. I can also
relate to losing a friend and the efects it has on you.
i can relate the book to whats going on in the world and what we see happen in life but I cant
relate it to my own life because how diffrintly my life is.
I enjoy the discussions, because it not all about the book they talk about the world and mine sets.
…and at the end of the day we all are a little diffrent but in the end were all only human.
______________________________________________________
Ulysses
Personally I can get lost…
Reading a book
Or get[ting] a deeper understanding
I hate that school judges us on our intellectual ability based on four choices on a bubble sheet…
I hate the lack of attention they put into finding what subject really catches the students
attention...
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having a deeper connection
allowing them to feel more sympathetic allowing more self improvement.
People tend to try more when they feel inspired.
This is how we grow as people and as a community
______________________________________________________
America
Culture should be preserved…
When reading a book.
You just have to find the right book for you.
It is their decision
to learn a lesson
from the literature
in which they find identification.
It’s comforting to relate to Taquan
He’s hispanic
I am too
Latino representation…I can relate to it.
We are all human, I think, ties humanity together. Fact.
Jennifer Morales is very passionate.
She isn’t afraid.
Jennifer Morales cares about individuals who aren’t as privileged.
Different struggles that I have not considered.
You can obviously disagree
Because everybody is different
and
what [a] boring world will it be
without
Diversity
[BUT]
There is also a difference between disagreeing when you don't like a sports team
and
an opinion that goes against human morals.
___________________________________________________
Osiris
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Culture could be
traditions
beliefs,
rituals
arts
Institutions…
I could go on and on.
It could influence society in
behavior
morals
values.
Everyone is unique
so it makes them different
it takes a toll
with society
education
relationships
Culture does have its downfall sometimes.
_________________________________________________________________________

The prerequisite for any hero is that they have a quest, or a mission to be accomplished
(Campbell (2019). Many years ago, I was asked what my mission statement was. After much
introspection, reflection, writing down, and crossing out, I determined that my mission in life is
to create a space-physically, mentally, and emotionally-where people can think about things they
never thought about before, in order to do things that they have never done before. I feel that I
am most successful as a teacher when I hear my students say, I never thought of it like that.
When I first formulated the idea for this study, I had no idea who my participants would be;
however, I did know that regardless of who they might be, my desire for them would be the same
as for all of my students: That they leave my classroom better than when they entered.
After Odysseus has spun his tale, the Phaeacians gift Odysseus with the means to
complete his journey (Homer, n.d./1998). The students’ responses have consistently shown an
evolution of thought, which is hopefully the beginning of a step towards action. Like the
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Phaeacians, the students have provided all the Trickster-Hero needs, for they cannot make this
final leg of the journey. This weary traveler started alone, and I must finish alone. And so, to
my students, I can now only bestow on them my benediction for lives well-lived, not only in
pursuit of academic excellence, but most importantly in pursuit of social and civic justice that is
founded in empathy and a desire for well-lived lives for all.
“Look inside yourself Simba, you are more than what you have become. You must take
your place in the Circle of Life” (Allers & Minkoff, 1994).
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CHAPTER 5: DISCUSSION, IMPLICATIONS, LIMITATIONS, CONCLUSION, AND
RECOMMENDATIONS
I WILL proclaim to the world the deeds of Gilgamesh. This was the man to whom all
things were known; this was the king who knew the countries of the world. He was wise,
he saw mysteries and knew secret things, he brought us a tale of the days before the
flood. He went on a long journey, was weary, worn-out with labour, returning he rested,
he engraved on a stone the whole story. (Sanders, 2016)
The purpose of this study was to explore multiply-marginalized students’ perceptions of
culturally responsive education (CRE) on their engagement in an English Language Arts (ELA)
classroom within a nontraditional educational setting. To do so, I sampled four 10th grade ELA
classes within a special entity, nontraditional high school. Students were instructed using a CRE
curriculum that included culturally relevant texts and instruction. The study sought to answer the
following Research Questions:
1. What are the attitudes of multiply-marginalized students about reading literature in
school?
2. How do multiply-marginalized students interact/transact with literature and each other
within a culturally responsive education (CRE) course?
3. According to multiply-marginalized students, how does adopting a critical stance with
literature affect the way they view/react/interact/transact with their curricular and extracurricular environments?
4. How do multiply-marginalized students describe their experiences with the literature in a
CRE classroom?
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Student data took the form of surveys, informal interviews, journals, discussions, observations,
field notes, and both formative and summative assessments. Data was collected, triangulated,
coded, and analyzed, as described in the previous chapters.
Qualitative research seeks to make sense out of data that cannot be reduced to mere
numbers. For multicultural narrative inquiry, the story is the data. This study was a practical
implementation of what the research indicated, and the resultant data will either support or belie
the research. The onus now falls squarely on the researcher to select relevance out of myriad
stories during this iterative and interpretive process (Moen, 2006). The Hero has survived both
The Separation and The Initiation, but it is upon their Return that the Hero’s true evolution will
be revealed, and their worthiness will be determined.

The Return
It is in this final stage, the Return, that the Hero returns to the Ordinary World, the former
Status Quo, but they are now in an elevated state (Campbell, 2019). This stage of enlightenment
finds the Hero newly equipped with the knowledge acquired from their recent journey. DePorter
et al. (1999) said, “With this expanded understanding and greater mastery, the students can take
what they’ve learned into their world and apply it to new situations” (6-7), wielding their new
abilities as weapons against the Status Quo. However, as the name suggests, the Hero Cycle
represents a journey that is never-ending. The Hero may experience many iterations of this
journey, inevitably leaving room for growth along the way. Sometimes, the Hero may be
reluctant to share the boon because of lingering doubts or insecurities. Perhaps the Hero would
like to remain in the safe space of the Status Quo. Nevertheless, in order for the Hero to
complete this iteration of the journey, they must overcome this final obstacle, and ultimately
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make the Ordinary World a better place for it. The research of CRE pioneers like Ladson Billing
(1995), Gay (2018), Paris (2012), and Emdin (2017) all pointed to the positive correlation
between culturally relevant curriculum and student engagement. To summarize, the research
consensually asserted that culturally relevant and responsive pedagogy is necessary for the
effective education of culturally diverse students. In fact, it was their work that predicated this
inquiry.

Summary of Findings
It is dangerous to view our students as empty vessels that need to be filled because this
negates all the experiences, insight, and prior knowledge that they bring to the table. A healthier
and more successful, albeit more progressive, approach is that teachers should view our students
as co-creators of the curriculum, inviting collaboration at all stages of the planning, instruction,
and assessment. When students were introduced to curriculum, and more specifically literature,
with which they could relate, they reported feeling an onus and connection to their learning that
kept them engaged. In this sense, the students’ responses supported previous literature that
asserted that the curriculum must be both responsive and sustaining to students in order to
engage them. As a Language Arts teacher, I like the concept of asking what problems the text
can solve, or better yet, exploring the questions that the text stirs up. Using literature as a way
to generate dialogue and action for social justice, while allowing ourselves to become “subjects
of the educational process” (Richter, 2000, p. 78) is one of the highest forms of education.
Predicated on Freire’s (1970) critical pedagogy of the oppressed theory, Hooks (1999)
asserted that the educator’s pedagogy demonstrates the “political power” of teaching, yet we
must be willing to relinquish, or at the very least, share our power with our students (p. 50).
Though I am not part of the traditional privileged class, my position of authority in the classroom
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replaces the understood standard of social privilege. The power struggle within a classroom is
real and complicated, and these instructional decisions can determine the educational arc of the
classroom. As Davis and Weeden (2009) described the cycle of education, it is at this nexus of
knowledge and curiosity, where the Status Quo is no longer acceptable, that the student decides
to either engage or disengage, and the Hero either accepts or rejects the Call.
In this study, the students’ responses reflected, not apathy towards education or reading
in general, but a pushback against being subjected to a curriculum that neither reflected nor
excited them. Being placed into cookie-cutter learning scenarios with irrelevant topics had left a
bad taste in the mouths of many of the students, which had led many of them to the Belly of the
Whale for academic redemption. They did respond positively to an educational environment that
actively encouraged relationships and relevancy, and likewise, they expressed interest in stories
that included characters and/or or situations with which they were familiar. For many students,
and particularly students like the ones in this study, this class may be the last significant use of
reading and writing for self-exploration ( Richter, 2000). This stark realization makes it even
more imperative that teachers are intentional about our instructional choices.
For students to experience literature with a range of cultural views, they must be exposed
to multicultural literature that piques their interest. Many of the students’ responses indicated
little or no exposure to literature that reflected them or their experiences. If we want to right this
wrong, teachers must understand the importance of developing a curriculum based on
multicultural pedagogy that effectively incorporates authentic multicultural diversity into the
classroom (Landt, 2006). Landt further argued the necessity of integrating multicultural
literature into curriculums in order to (a) increase respect for individuals, (b) acknowledge the
contributions of minorities, (c) expose children to other cultures, (d) enhance students’ self-
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awareness, (e) expose social injustices, and (f) encourage student involvement in social reform
(2006), noting that teachers must adopt these new objectives to create thoughtful 21st century
learners who will be able to participate in the evolving worldview.
Curwood and Gibbons (2009) argued that educators must stay attuned to the multiple
literacy practices that exist so that students can find new ways to “express their identities, reflect
on their lives, and share their stories with an audience” in order to counter the damaging master
narratives that currently shape culture (p. 60). Twenty-first century students are constantly
bombarded with media messages, and many of these media messages ascribe to the same tenets
that inform narrowly defined curriculum and literature. Alvermann (2011) further pointed to
culturally unresponsive teacher practices that tend to other students, either knowingly or
unknowingly, by choices of literature and methods of instruction and assessment. To counter the
negative narratives that bombard our students and threaten to sabotage not only their view of
others, but also their view of themselves, teachers must enlist all the tools in our toolboxes to
broaden our students’ worldviews, and literature provides the perfect means to this end.
The study also revealed that even though students may have gained new knowledge
and/or insight, they often did not find ways to transfer what they learned in the classroom to their
lives outside of the classroom. In other words, students did not always reject their Status Quo.
With the exception of Kat, Natasha, and Miles, who reported that they discussed the book with
their family members or friends, the students overwhelmingly reported that they did not discuss
school, outside of school. While what happens in Vegas, may need to stay in Vegas, this is not
true for what happens in the classroom; what happens in the classroom, should not stay in the
classroom. Even though many students reported a connection, either to a character or a situation,
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they did not readily identify situations in their real lives when they might utilize any insight
gained from their classroom experiences.
Research has revealed that students’ inability to transfer knowledge may be in direct
correlation with their inability to connect with the curriculum to which they are exposed.
Unmotivated students may be able to demonstrate understanding in the classroom but may
struggle to carry this knowledge outside of the classroom walls (Carver et al., 2000). Further
research showed that motivation lies squarely within emotional domains which are rooted in
sociocultural experiences (Carver et al., 2000). Strategies that are at the forefront of CRE, like
journaling, collaboration, and the utilization of multiple intelligences, are also crucial for
transferability skills (Carver et al., 2000). The premise is that these strategies for personalized
learning foster engagement and motivation, which subsequently results in the transfer of
knowledge to other areas of the students’ lives. So, if my students reported being motivated,
why did they not report using what they learned in their extracurricular lives?
Ultimately, I believe that two major factors were to blame for this lapse in evidence of
transferability. To begin, I feel that I did not ask enough questions, or even the right questions to
accurately gauge how they might most benefit from a broadened worldview. While I did have
the subjects analyze their own cultures and areas of marginalization and bias, as well as those of
the literary characters, I missed the next step. In hindsight, I should have created a culminating
activity that allowed students to demonstrate their ability to recognize and appreciate both their
own and different cultures, as well as their ability to show empathy to others as a first step
toward civic change. Indeed, such an assignment would require more time than the 35 days that
I had with each group but could more easily be completed by students on a traditional block
schedule or as a cross-disciplinary activity.
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The second problem with transferability of information was the limited cooperative
learning that took place during the study. COVID protocols limited the amount of interaction
that students could have during instructional activities, so students were often relegated to the
confines of online platforms, such as Google Docs, that allowed for electronic collaboration.
Carver et al. (2000) noted the importance of cooperative learning for the development of
interpersonal and intrapersonal relationships. My students cited group projects as their second
most preferred activity, behind group discussions; however, my students were unable to work
collaboratively as much as we all would have preferred.
Other research has indicated that cooperative learning has a positive impact on students’
overall perception of the school environment (Fredericks et al., 2004; Corso et al., 2013).
Outside of Classroom Discussions and the Group Character Analysis activity (Appendix L), in
which students shared insight on literary characters within a shared Google document, students
did not have an opportunity to work with their classmates. Ultimately, cooperative learning
fosters communication skills which, in turn, can increase empathy and improve appreciation for
diversity amongst cultures, which is the cornerstone of the democratic process of education
(Carver et al., 2000). Granted, during pre-COVID times, collaborative work would have been
much more prevalent; unfortunately, the current COVID protocols prohibited such activities.
Future research on this issue, in a post-COVID environment, should lend itself to more
opportunities for cooperative learning in order to further explore students’ ability to transfer their
classroom knowledge to real-life actions.
My hope, and my suspicion, is that students do actually transfer this knowledge; they just
don’t realize that they do. What I have observed during my time at AHS is that because most of
our students come to us from an educational experience that was less than favorable, they tend to
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have an innate empathy for others. As a teacher, I hear of very few incidents of bullying or
fighting within our school. I sometimes lovingly refer to AHS as the Island of Misfit Toys from
the Christmas show, Rudolph the Red-Nosed Reindeer, but it is this common ground of trauma
and marginalization that can seed the ground for the compassion and kindness that is needed to
prosper in an increasingly diverse 21st century.
One of the ways that education has sought to meet the varying needs of students is by
adopting alternative/nontraditional methods of education. These methods include alternative
schools and programs, virtual or distance learning, and blended or hybrid models of learning that
offer a combination of face-to-face and virtual methods. I posit that it is within this methodology
and these programs and institutions that educational innovation and transformation abound and
lay the groundwork for nouveau instructional practices that can engage even the most apathetic
student.
The alternative school movement has experienced three distinct waves since its genesis.
The burgeoning progressive movement of the late 19th century was led by European
philosopher/educators Rousseau, Pestalozzi, and Froebel. Joined by fellow stakeholders
Montessori and Steiner, this movement focused on the “belief in the innate potential of human
nature” and spurred the creation of the Montessori and Waldorf early childhood schools
(Coppus, 2019, p. 3). The second movement, led by educators like Goodman and Holt gained
momentum in the 1960s and focused on “humanistic” and “holistic” education that countered
mainstream education and its politicized social agenda (Coppus, 2019, p. 3). Once again, the
emphasis was placed on education that focused on the individual learner, instead of the
“economic needs and social norms of the public collective” (Coppus, 2019, p. 2). The current
movement of the last four decades appears to counter the reestablishment of traditional education
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values that are reflected in legislation like The No Child Left Behind Act of 2001, which touts
standardization of education and test scores as markers of success (Coppus, 2019). Some
teachers bemoan being forced to teach to the test, focusing on content rather than the child.
Regardless of their iterations, Tyack et al. (1995) noted the commonalities within these
movements as: (a) a commitment to creating critical thinkers, (b) teaching practical knowledge
and skills, (c) fostering creativity and higher order thinking, (d) allowing choice, (e) affirming
diversity, (f) challenging gender roles, and (g) providing an equal opportunity for academic and
economic success (Coppus, 2019). Educators within these alternative settings focus on the main
goal of preparing students to live productive adult lives.
Leaders often use the term “community” to describe “the school’s capacity to provide
students necessary care and support-and the power to succeed” (Duke & Tenuto, 2020, p. 24).
Smyth (2012) posited that success in schools requires a substantial amount of risk-taking,
creativity, and trial and error (Riddle & Cleaver, 2017). These criteria inherently necessitate an
atmosphere of mutual trust among stakeholders, what some researchers claim is missing from
conventional school settings. Riddle and Cleaver (2017) posited that more rules mean more
ways to get into trouble, but once a level of trust is established, students can get back to the
business of learning. For these students, the autonomy and flexibility afforded by the alternative
school setting might mean the difference between success and failure.
Within this framework, providing a curriculum that is both rigorous and caring is critical
for students’ success (Duke & Tenuto, 2020). The National Alternative Education Association
recommended the following standards for effective instructions in alternative school settings:
positive student-teacher relationships, school-home connections, flexible rules and
consequences, resources for support, and recognition of student strengths (Duke and Tenuto,
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2020). Some school leaders reported that while the Social Emotional Learning aspects of
alternative schools were often in place, these same schools sometimes lacked rigor because some
staff members lacked the fundamental belief that their students could achieve significant
academic achievement (Duke & Tenuto, 2020). However, issues of teacher efficacy could be
addressed with the proper training and support.
Kat, a student with admitted struggles forming relationships within the school setting and
with remaining engaged in school lessons, acknowledged that some aspects of the curriculum
were easier to follow “in a school like this” (Personal Communication, September 20, 2021).
When pressed, Kat clarified that they meant a school that was more diverse. They went on to say
that they felt more connected to the other students, especially during the Daily Journals and
Classroom Discussions (Personal Communication, September 20, 2021). I would posit that
within nontraditional settings, meaningful connections are more easily fostered. In fact,
proponents of the alternative education movement suggest three main areas that most affect
students at risk of dropping out of school: academics, relationship, and school size.
Many of our multiply-marginalized students arrive with fixed mindsets about education
and their ability to change their situations. One of the ways that we can counter their feelings of
helplessness over their circumstances is to address and adjust their deficit mindsets about their
ability and means to access power through culturally responsive practices. These feelings of
inadequacy are further exacerbated when students’ cultural proclivities are critiqued by those
who suffer from “cultural agnosia” (Emdin, 2017). When students are profiled based on cultural
differences, they are inevitably denied opportunities that they might otherwise have had. This
marginalization further widens the “opportunity gap” that represents the disparity in achievement
between White students and their minority and at-risk counterparts ( Cowan-Pitre, 2014, p. 212).
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Piazza et al (2015) asserted that CRE is at the crux of effective teaching for diverse
learners and the foundation upon which all other instruction must stand. Piazza et al (2015)
further argued that the selection of multicultural resources is a critical step in CRE, so that
students can draw connections between their curricular and extracurricular worlds. As these
worlds increasingly overlap due to social media and the expansion of the definition of literacies,
teachers must reconsider what we are including in our teaching toolboxes.

Implications
The findings in this study have added a student perspective to the myriad literature
concerning CRE and engagement. By adopting a multicultural narrative inquiry approach to
anthropological content analysis, this study was able to add student voices to the research that
impacts them. By doing so, this study affords students the opportunity to not only be
collaborators, but also be cogenerators of the policies that affect them. This contribution is
invaluable in that it can inform educational practices from a grass roots level in the most organic
and authentic way. I posit that the more we allow students to have a seat at the table where the
meals are prepared, the more well-fed they will be.
In order to avoid becoming unwitting participants in an educational system that mirrors
the marginalizing practices of society that threaten to disengage its student population, teachers,
administrators, and indeed whole districts must adopt curricula that is not only responsive to
cultural diversity but is also affirming and sustaining to cultural diversity. An increasing amount
of research supports the premise that student achievement increases when teachers validate
cultural differences in their students and utilize these differences as a foundation on which to
build knowledge (Paris, 2012; Piazza et al, 2015; Taggart, 2018). Emdin (2017) further asserted
that employing students’ cultural capital is crucial to maximizing their learning potential.
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Culturally Responsive Education practices provide the means to get to this desired end. Through
the implementation of CRE, students are both enabled and empowered to use their cultural
differences as assets instead of liabilities.
This study demonstrated that students who have been multiply marginalized in the past
by societal institutions, specifically educational institutions (a) have suffered from, or at the very
least been stymied by, the lack of culturally responsive instruction, (b) perceive a culturally
responsive curriculum as more engaging because it relates to them in some way, and (c) are more
willing to complete the work if they are engaged. With an increasing amount of research
recognizing engagement as a key factor in student achievement, more attention is being placed
on the determinants of student engagement. This study supports the research that touts the
benefits of integrating Culturally Responsive Education practices into school curriculum to
engage students who have been multiply marginalized. The implications of this study are as
follows:
I. For those who create and pass educational legislation
a. This study has shown the benefits of integrating CRE into standard curricula in order to
encourage and foster engagement (Bishop, 1990; Kieran & Anderson, 2019).
b. This study has shown the importance of moving forward with the push to implement both
culturally responsive and culturally sustaining educational legislation and practices, even
in the face of increasing political opposition to such practices (Davis, 1992; Hughes &
Berry, 2012; Waitoller & Thorius, 2016).
According to the Brundtland Commission’s report, sustainability is the ability to supply
current needs without jeopardizing future needs (Mcdaniel, 2020). Though each of the
recognized sustainable resource spheres-environmental, social, and economical- is distinct in its
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own characteristics, practices, and specific outcomes, most experts in sustainability agree that in
order to achieve true sustainability, society must strive for balance amongst all the spheres
(“Sustainability and sustainable development,” 2020). Emerging as the fourth sphere of
sustainability, cultural sustainability involves the recognition, validation, conservation, and
preservation of cultural identities for future generations (Mason & Turner, 2020). Culturally
sustainable practices include educating oneself about other cultures, not misappropriating
cultural traditions and preservation of cultural markers.
Incorporating sustainability into curriculum and instruction should be a non-negotiable
for 21st century classrooms. Current and future educational conditions present many
opportunities to address areas of sustainability in all of the spheres. The confluence of the
Covid-19 pandemic and the renewed call for Civil Rights reform reveal weaknesses in
environmental, economic, social, and cultural ideologies. The United Nations Department of
Economic and Social Affairs (UNDESA) offered 17 goals for sustainable development, and
there is certainly room for each one to be addressed in various academic disciplines.
At the forefront of social sustainability is the goal to promote equity amongst different
cultures. Promoting social sustainability requires an understanding of issues around equality,
democracy, civic and global citizenship, poverty reduction, equal justice, and cultural diversity.
Recent incidents of civil unrest revealed a need for aggressive anti-racism training and policies to
combat systemic inequalities and discriminatory practices (“How to practise ecological, social,
and economical sustainability in school,” n.d.).
Opportunities to promote these ideals certainly exist within our educational institutions
and hinge on our ability and willingness to not only support practices that integrate CRE, but to
legislate and promote said practices on both the federal and local levels. Within democracy lies
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the ideal of social justice. In short, “Social justice regards the ability of a society to balance the
individual rights with the democratic ideals, and it involves societal choices” (Hughes & Berry,
2012, p. 253). The most important point of this quote is the idea that we have choices about
whether we will be fair to individuals. The sad fact is that education, and society for that matter,
finds itself in its current malaise because it has systematically made wrong choices at every level
along the way. Well-meaning, but short-sighted legislation such as No Child Left Behind has
left a “color blind” hole in the educational system that new legislation seeks to fill. School
choice advocates may believe that segregation is the answer, but racial and socio-economic
factors still render this solution as often misguided and inadequate (Olson Beal & Hendry, 2012).
Using a system of classism and separation as an answer to educational ills ultimately
drives us further from what should be the common educational goal which is the securing of
individual rights to the intelligent pursuit of life, liberty, and happiness within a democratic
society. Gorski (2008) posited that classism “diverts attention from what people in poverty do
have in common: inequitable access to basic human rights” (p. 34). Based on the deficit theory,
classism legitimizes the denial of social justice and democratic benefits by “ignoring systemic
conditions...that support the cycle of poverty” (p. 34). Even though we may differ greatly on our
methods, our long-term goal should be the same. Every book that we read, every discussion we
have, every question we ask is ultimately for the well-being and flourishing of our children. If
we adopt the outlook and practices that further the well-being and flourishing of each child, we
will be fulfilling the original, long-lost goal of democracy which is to live life freely in the
pursuit of individual happiness.
While my efforts and the efforts of some well-meaning teachers across the nation are a
good start, the current sociocultural climate has revealed that there is more work to be done.
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Students across the country are also calling for more comprehensive change in the way they are
being taught. In the state of Georgia, a student-led grassroots organization within one district has
created a petition initiative that “urge[s] those in power to recognize and acknowledge our
experiences with systematic racism within our school system” through “racial profiling,
Eurocentric curricula, and a lack of access to higher level classes” (Broady, 2020). Students in a
neighboring district are also asking for “an improved curriculum with in-depth studies on Black
history” in order to better reflect the diverse demographics in the district and to encourage
acceptance and community amongst students from different backgrounds (Murchison, 2020).
This is social justice in action, and students are demanding more than a band-aid for this
festering wound. Not surprisingly, these calls for reform are being met with fierce resistance by
those in power who seek to retain the status quo.
Another example of a local grassroots effort to promote social and cultural components
of sustainability in education is the push from district educators to “achieve equity for our
students in our schools and school district” (Allgood* district educators for equity and justice,”
2020). They are dedicated to highlighting areas of inequity and demanding change from
governing bodies. The group’s initiatives include organizing and supporting civil rights protests,
sponsoring webinars and workshops and other educational forums on equity and justice,
providing representation at school board meetings, and most recently petitioning for a
districtwide overhaul of racially inequitable policies. The petition specifically requested bias
training for all faculty and staff members, a mandatory culturally responsive curriculum, the
creation of local and district equity and justice advisory councils, and the documentation of
recruitment and retention of diverse faculty and staff (Broady, 2020). These steps, at the
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legislative level, can help usher in a new era of cultural sustainability that includes culturally
relevant education at its foundation.
II. For those who administrate said policies within schools
a. This study has shown the need to provide both resources and training for teachers who
are implementing CRE (Sleeter, 2011, Emdin, 2017).
b. This study has shown the need to provide support for teachers in the face of increasing
pushback against the implementation of CRE (Hughes & Berry, 2012; Mirra, 2018,
Emdin, 2017; 2020; 2022).
In the wake of the COVID pandemic and the renewed call for social justice reform within
educational systems, educators are once again called on to rethink our approaches to not only the
way we think about our students, but also the way we teach our students. As a result, multiple
initiatives about how to address diversity deficits in school curriculums are being presented and
considered, all across the nation. Including diverse voices in school environments can be
accomplished in many areas: diversified extracurricular activity, collaborative governance
designs, reviewed hiring practices, or even revised disciplinary policies and practices; however,
the most significant and consequential revision that should be made in the existing school system
is the diversification of curriculum to reflect both the contributions and the demographics of its
increasing minority populations.
Schultz (2018) noted the importance of working with administrators: “Teachers interested
in sustaining social justice teaching must be willing to work with the local administration” (p.
141). Unfortunately, teacher/ administrator relationships are often viewed as an “us against
them” situation. Often, teachers feel unsupported, and sometimes sabotaged, by an
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administration that is only concerned with standardized test scores and is so far removed from
the classroom that they have no idea or interest in what goes on inside that classroom.
In addition to working with the administrators, Schultz (2018) asserted, “Simultaneously,
[teachers] need to let administrators know that the teaching and learning taking place may not
follow the typical, normative approaches that occur in their schools or in the American
educational system” (p. 141-142). Unfortunately, issues of equity are often sidelined in the face
of standardization (T. Berry, personal communication, July 3, 2019). Acknowledging that
standards for their own sake are problematic, Schultz (2018) also noted the need to make the
curriculum inclusionary of the standards. Schultz (2018) further advocated inviting
administrators into the classroom to witness the learning taking place. Pulling back the veil can
foster a collaborative environment that ultimately serves all of the stakeholders.
As the GCPS Students for change statement noted, change must begin with the people in
power. Within our schools and certainly within our classroom walls, teachers hold the power
when it comes to instructional choices; therefore, faculty education is imperative. As Nganga et
al’s (2019) research revealed, the only way to improve the achievement of an increasingly
diverse population of students is through the “normalization of human diversity,” and the best
means to this end is to provide them with culturally sensitive educators in educative
environments that are “wholly culturally inclusive” (p. 9). Though this first step will be
challenging, it is critical to the ongoing development and improvement of the American
educational system. Inevitably, this improvement can only occur with support from an
administration that is committed to culturally responsive leadership.
Khalifa et al. (2016) posited that Culturally Responsive School Leadership (CRSL)
requires leaders who “develop and support the school staff and promote a climate that makes the

ADOPTING A CRITICAL CULTURE STANCE TOWARDS LITERATURE

232

whole school welcoming, inclusive, and accepting of minoritized students” (p. 1275). CRSL is
needed now more than ever in the face of legislative pushback against CRE. Although most
current teacher education programs include multicultural components, many teachers express
some anxiety over integrating multicultural curriculum (Arsal, 2019); however, uncomfortability
is no excuse for inaction. Fortunately, research also revealed that multicultural outlooks of
some teachers improved when they were trained in cultural responsivity (Arsal, 2019). In other
words, effective training increased feelings of efficacy amongst teachers seeking to become
culturally responsive in their instruction.
Researchers have also noted that for a school to be truly culturally responsive and
sustaining, diversification must be integrative and not additive, or it may unintentionally
undermine the learning environment (Gorski, 2015). In order to effectively facilitate this process
of developing culturally immersive environments, administrators must provide both the training
and the support for staff that is necessary to both respond to and sustain the increasingly diverse
cultural backgrounds that comprise the student bodies of schools across the nation and across the
globe.
Truly culturally responsive administrators challenge deficit perspectives and instead
advocate for culturally affirming environments. Most notably, CRSL seeks to cultivate a
relationship between students, parents, faculty and staff, and the community (Khalifa et al.,
2016). One way to build relationships is to recognize and utilize available capital that exists
within communities (Morales, 2016). Common misconceptions in the school-community
partnership is that the community’s support is largely financial (Ice et al., 2015), but the
DeHavilland Associates identified “various types of community support, including financial,
goods and services, volunteers, mentors, talent development, student services, instruction,
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expertise, and advocacy”(p. 12). Community support is crucial for the success of educational
initiatives, and community partners feel more inclined to become involved, if they believe in the
school’s commitment to fostering learning environments that are both academically challenging
and supportive (Hands, 2014), particularly in communities that are viewed as marginalized.
III. For those who implement said policies within the classroom
a. This study has shown the benefits of being reflexive about cultural biases that may
impede the teaching/learning transaction (Sleeter, 2011, Emdin, 2017).
b. This study has shown the benefits of incorporating multicultural texts into the curriculum
to foster student engagement (Rosenblatt, 1969; Landt, 2006; Hughes-Hassell, 2013).
c. This study has shown the benefits of incorporating CRE instructional strategies into the
curriculum to foster student engagement (Fredericks et al., 2004; Corso et al., 2013;
Ladson-Billings, 1995; Gay, 2018; Paris, 2012) .
Nganga et al. (2019) noted that for students to achieve educational success, they must be
taught in a way that reflects their experiences and cultures. They further posited that this lack of
representation is the reason why many students of color have “performed dismally on almost
every measure of educational achievement” (p.1). How teachers view the world, and their
students, will inevitably influence instructional choices. Subsequently, teachers who “hold
limited worldviews and have a negative attitude toward cultural diversity are less likely to
implement culturally inclusive education, thus limiting the academic success for many learners
of color” (Nganga et al., p. 1). Educators are responsible for examining possible negative
predispositions in order to ensure that they in no way impede the instructional process.
Therefore, it is imperative that educators evaluate and redesign curricular practices in ways that
are both culturally responsive and sustaining.
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Research has long touted the need for culturally responsive environments that include
educator training to ensure equity in education for diverse learners (Bottiani et. al., 2018). Based
on projected demographics models, 56% of the student population will be non-White by 2024,
yet only 18% of the current teacher workforce is non-White (Bottiani et al., 2018). Furthermore,
even though compatible diversity rates are desirable, that does not guarantee effective, culturally
responsive classrooms (Bottiani et al., 2018). Teachers will need to be intentionally trained to
meet the changing needs of a 21st century classroom (Bottiani et al., 2018). Many districts have
implemented Culturally Responsive Practices (CRP) training, but the effectiveness of these
programs has yet to be determined (Bottiani et al., 2018).
While these goals seem lofty and beyond the reach of most high school English Language
Arts programs, there are several ways to integrate CRE into the curriculum. One of the benefits
of teaching English Language Arts is the ability to use literature to address real-world issues. A
first step would be to expand the canon to include more fiction and non-fiction texts that contain
characters that are traditionally underrepresented and situations that reflect authentic and relevant
issues. Due to the current social and political climate, a wealth of resources are available for
both core and elective curriculums.
CommonLit.org is an online resource that is particularly useful in this endeavor. It
houses hundreds of K12 texts, along with reading and comprehension interventions and
assessments. Three of its thematic units are “Justice, Freedom, and Equality,” “ Prejudice and
Discrimination,” and “Social Change and Revolution.” Each unit offers a mixture of fiction and
non-fiction texts and video pairings based on an Essential Question that can be adapted to fit the
instructor’s needs.
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TeachingTolerance.org’s mission is to provide resources to teachers, administrators,
counselors, and all other educational practitioners in order to encourage “children and youth to
be active participants in a diverse democracy” (Collins, n.d.). This free website offers
classroom resources, including lesson plans, teacher instructions, and student texts that can
facilitate social justice instruction. Professional development plans that include workshops,
webinars, and personal are also available for K12 staff.
Finally, WeAreTeacher.com offers teachers 21 resources to teach social justice. This
website offers a variety of curriculum plans and resources from sources as varied as the National
Educators Association (NEA), Poets.org, and Cultofpedagogy.com. Resources range from
guided lesson plans and curriculum guides to primary and secondary documents to podcasts for
teacher training. The diversity of materials allows for a range of activities for all disciplines and
any ability level (DeMatteo, 2019).
Vanderbilt University, in recognition of the need for collaboration between the classroom
and the community, offered several tips for teaching all types of sustainability, including
cultural. They further cautioned against overloading students with the negative aspects of
sustainability and suggested an atmosphere of open discussion with “peer engagement and
support” (Mcdaniel, 2020). A huge component of sustainability instruction is its
interdisciplinary nature. In other words, sustainability is inclusive of most, if not all disciplines
and various instructional strategies. Teachers from different content areas should collaborate in
order to lighten the burden and share the benefits of such a critical topic (Mcdaniel, 2020).
Project-based learning that focuses on sustainability projects and field trips to places that support
sustainability like cultural museums are ways to increase cooperative learning (Mcdaniel, 2020).
Footprint tracing to detect and track social issues like resource management, policy analysis, and
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lifestyle choices can help start discussions about inequality and the need for social reform
(Mcdaniel, 2020).
In addition to ELA, many of the current curriculum standards account for sustainability
instruction, particularly in the areas of science and social studies. Environmental Science is a
discipline in which, “Students investigate the flow of energy and cycling of matter within
ecosystems, and evaluate types, availability, allocation, and sustainability of energy resources”
(“Science Georgia Standards of Excellence,” n.d., p.1). Social Studies also has standards that
address sustainability. Under this umbrella, “Economics is the study of how individuals,
businesses, and governments make decisions about the allocation of scarce resources” (“Social
Studies Georgia Standards of Excellence,” n.d., p. 81). Also, in World Geography, “Students
will examine how the physical and cultural geographic factors contribute to varying levels of
cooperation within the major world regions (“Social Studies Georgia Standards of Excellence,”
n.d., p. 136). For Language Arts, there is more leeway in what can be covered. By reading a
variety of fiction and nonfiction texts that are diverse in authorship, content, and
characterization, students will be able to “Initiate and participate effectively in a range of
collaborative discussions(one-on-one, in groups, and teacher-led) with diverse partners on grades
9–10 topics, texts, and issues, building on others’ ideas and expressing their own clearly and
persuasively” (“ELA Standards 9-12,” n.d., p.6). These critical thinking and communication
skills are necessary to create and present solutions for cultural and global sustainability.

Limitations
Admittedly, there is much more to be learned about the mitigating factors of student
engagement. Researchers concede that there is much overlap in the study of these behavioral,
emotional, and cognitive engagement, as well as with previous literature on motivation, noting
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that research on school engagement often lacks the specificity and differentiation needed to
distinguish it from more developed studies on motivation. In addition, the methodology and
tools for measurement have, to date, been limited in scope and specificity as it relates to stages of
development, socioeconomic status, and race (Fredericks et al., 2004). While these deficits in
research may limit what is known about student engagement, they also provide the direction for
future research.
Additionally, although the positive correlation between engagement and achievement is
clear, little data have been disaggregated to determine the impact of engagement with specific
tasks across varying demographics, or even the perceived difficulty of specific tasks. Much of
the research takes place in secondary education environments and takes a holistic approach to
instruction, leaving much to be determined about student engagement in varying age,
developmental, socioeconomic, or racial groups with regards to the perceptions of relevancy,
authenticity, and efficacy of discrete task characteristics (Fredericks et al., 2004).
Finally, the effects of virtual learning environments on student engagement is of a
growing concern. The shifting needs of a COVID/post-COVID generation highlights the needs
for even more flexible methods of instruction. Adams (2017) noted, “Responsive design of
virtual learning environments” is needed to keep pace with the evolving pedagogy around virtual
learning, and further posited that the constructivist views that influence learning theory must also
influence virtual learning environments (p. 94). Leading knowledge theorists agree that learner
engagement is necessary for the development of knowledge, and virtual learning settings must
“create whole learning experiences'' similar to that of in-person learning (Adams, 2107, p. 99).
The fallout from the Spring 2020 shutdown of school buildings (not school, itself) further
highlighted the need for an innovative approach to learning. It is unrealistic to expect that
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education will ever return to “business as usual.” Some students were extremely successful with
distance learning strategies, so I expect that most schools and or school districts will continue to
provide some form of this option in their course offerings. However, virtual learning offers its
own challenges because students may not have felt a connection to the content, classroom,
classmates, or teacher, thus introducing another factor into the issue of engagement. Mitigating
these challenges to virtual education certainly provides fodder for future engagement research.
Otherwise, those students who have already been multiply marginalized run the risk of being
further victimized by a flawed educational system that continues to be unresponsive to the
increasingly diversifying needs of those it serves.

Conclusion and Recommendations
The goal of this study was to examine multiply-marginalized students’ perceptions of
CRE in an ELA course. I believe this goal was largely achieved; however, in light of the
implications and limitations, there are steps that can be taken to further this study. In
implementing this study, I adopted a multicultural narrative inquiry approach because I wanted
to explore this topic from the students’ perspective. The data was mostly presented verbatim
from the perceptions of the students, with the inclusion of observations, field notes, and some
student artifacts to support their voices. Data was collected, analyzed, coded, and reanalyzed in
a reiterative process that elicited emergent themes that supported my theory that students would,
indeed, be more engaged in the class when presented with literature and instruction that is both
responsive and sustaining to their diverse cultures, particularly when they had been previously
marginalized in multiple ways. However, I recognize that throughout the course of the study,
there were some limitations that could inform future research of this topic. In moving this
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research forward, I propose that (a) the limitations be further explored and (b) that the action
steps for district legislative bodies, administrators, and educators be implemented.
To begin, further research may focus on the discriminating factors between the different
domains of engagement. Developing a solid, consistent definition of student engagement has
been an elusive task for both researchers and educational stakeholders alike. Most noticeably,
researchers differ on the indicators of student engagement. Some studies have primarily
addressed “outward signs of engagement,” while others have focused on “inner aspects”;
however, the most comprehensive definition of student engagement must include aspects of both
the outer and inner facets of a student’s educational experience (Corso et al, 2013, pp. 51-52).
Although many experts disagreed on the definition of student engagement, a consensus
has been reached about the domains of student engagement: behavioral, emotional, and cognitive
(Fredricks et al., 2004). Past and current research, however, failed to disaggregate data in terms
of the differing domains, instead addressing student engagement as a holistic phenomenon
(Corso et al., 2013). In fact, each of the different domains require different genitors and produce
different indicators, which could inform more specific instruction that is designed to foster
specific types of engagement.
Although I was careful not to use the terms engagement and motivations synonymously,
many studies do. While very similar, subtle differences do exist between the two terms; in fact,
motivational factors can often influence engagement factors Fredericks et al., 2004). More
specific research would be required to specify the types of engagement that occurred and
whether or not motivational components were mitigating factors.
In addition, more research can be done in the area of task characteristics across specified
demographics. Both Fredericks et al. (2004) and Corso et al. (2013) noted that additional

ADOPTING A CRITICAL CULTURE STANCE TOWARDS LITERATURE

240

research was needed to determine the impact of specific tasks on engagement across specific
demographic factors like age, race, and socioeconomic status. My research, like much of the
preceding research, took place in a secondary setting, with no significant disaggregation between
races, gender identity, or socioeconomic status. The data collected reflected the multiple
marginalizing factors holistically, rather than atomistically. Although there was some
segregating of tasks, that was not the focus of my study. Additional exploration within discrete
task characteristics across disaggregated demographical data would provide more insight into the
types of tasks that most engage different groups of students.
Also, longitudinal research may be more able to address the long-term effects of CRE.
My local context and transient nature of my students did not allow for a long-term study, so I
was not able to follow up with students about how they might have been able to transfer what
they learned in the class to their real lives. Within a longitudinal study, a more probing followup survey could be administered, or a focus-group interview could be conducted to specifically
address the transferability of this knowledge. Additionally, a culminating activity, preferably
one that requires collaboration, could be assigned to allow students to process what they have
learned and to demonstrate their growth in this area. Again, these improvements to the study
may be more feasible, post-COVID.
Finally, if educators have learned nothing else from the global shutdown of school
campuses due to COVID in the Spring of 2020 and the intermittent shutdowns that continue
more than two years afterwards, we have learned the value of the flexibility that virtual learning
affords. However, with this powerful tool comes challenges which must be overcome.
Maintaining student engagement when students are outside of the classroom remains an
enormous hurdle to the effectiveness of virtual learning. Meyer (2014) theorized that achieving
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student engagement in virtual settings may soon become more important than in face-to face
(F2F) settings. I believe we have reached that point of no return; no longer is instruction
restricted to the classroom. To meet this challenge, teachers must find new methods to deliver
virtual content in ways that are effective, relevant, and engaging. Many of the shortcomings in
this study were due to COVID induced distancing that led to virtual instruction and discussions;
and while I made allowances for this in my study, I cannot deny the impact that the virtual/digital
aspect of instruction had on the data. Consequently, the education community would be wellserved by additional information on student engagement in primarily virtual settings.
Although the goals of this research were met, this study would be inconsequential
without action based on the implications of the data. The data clearly stated, in the collective
voice of multiply-marginalized students, that culture matters, relevancy matters, and
relationships matter. The educational community would be remiss not to consider the resulting
data, or even the ramifications of not acting on the results. Clearly, a culturally responsive
approach to education will benefit the recipients of said approach. The next step would be to
present supporting data to legislative bodies within school districts that would support this
cultural reform to education. In addition, administrators would need to work in concert with
both the legislative bodies and their faculty to ensure that the resources, training, and support are
in place to successfully implement CRE within the schools.
No journey worth taking is ever easy. Instead, it is fraught with challenges, pitfalls, and
enemies of good. But, along the way, the Hero also gains allies, wisdom, and appreciation for a
new way of life. I do not propose to know how this scenario would play out across districts, or
even across the nation, nor do I foolishly assume this would be an easy feat; however, I do know
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that my ignorance does not negate the necessity of this quest. However, this Hero is weary, and
this stage of the journey has come to a satisfying end.
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APPENDICES
Appendix A
Student Demographics
Student
Pseudonym

Race

Gender

Course Status

Additional Identifiers

1.America

Hispanic

Female

Passed

Smart, hard working, A+ student

2.Angela

Hispanic

Female

Passed

3.Anya

Hispanic

Female

Passed

4.Ava

Hispanic

Female

Passed

5.Beatrix

Hispanic

Female

Passed

Shy, smart, soft spoken. Shares more in
her personal journal but does not like to
share with the class.

6.Bishop

Biracial

Male

Passed

Smart, lazy, refuses to capitalize
anything-even his name, shows up
every day because his mother would
question why he is home

7.Bonita

Hispanic

Female

Passed

8.Bruce

African American

Male

Dropped

9.Clark

Hispanic

Male

Passed

10.Dante

African American

Male

Passed

11.Diana

Hispanic

Female

Passed

Very sweet, the first one at my door
every day. Passed the first semester,
but disappeared halfway through the
second semester.

Smart and confident with strong views
about politics, particularly the Texas
abortion ban and CRT
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12.Erik

Hispanic

Male

Passed

13.Hector

Hispanic

Male

Passed

14.Humberto

Hispanic

Male

Passed

15.Isaiah

African American

Male

Dropped

16.Isis

Hispanic

Female

Dropped

17.Jaime

Hispanic

Male

Passed

18.Jefferson

African American

Male

Dropped

19.Kat

Biracial

Nonbinary

Passed

20.Kenan

Biracial

Female

Dropped

21.Kin

White

Female

Passed

22.Kyle

African American

Male

Dropped

23.Luke

African American

Male

Dropped

24.Mari

Hispanic

Female

Passed

25.Marlin

African American

Male

Passed

26.Miguel

Hispanic

Male

Dropped

27..Miles

African American

Male

Dropped

28.Misty

Hispanic

Female

Passed

29.Nat

African American

Male

Passed

30.Natasha

Hispanic

Nonbinary

Passed
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Student with a budding rap career and a
waning interest in ELA

Smart but unmotivated. He wears his
daily doo rag like a hero’s cape.

Dropped out midway through the
semester to get a job at Amazon

Extremely unmotivated student who
ended up refusing to complete the final
assignments and dropping the course in
the last week of the course.

Sat in the back of the class defying
Covid protocols to flirt with two girls.
Wore Beats by Dre as an everyday
accessory.
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31.Nia

Hispanic

Transgender
Female

Dropped

32.Osiris

Hispanic

Female

Dropped

33.Peter

White

Male

Failed

34.Riri

Hispanic

Female

Dropped

35.Robbie

Hispanic

Male

Dropped

36.Roberto

Hispanic

Male

Dropped

37.Ryan

Asian American

Male

Passed

38.Sam

Hispanic

Male

Dropped

39.Shaun

Asian American

Male

Passed

40.Ulysses

Hispanic

Male

Dropped

41.Victor

African American

Male

Dropped
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Tall and gangly, I had to step over his
legs as I paced the front of the room.

Although he only completed half of the
course, made a significant contribution.
He still owes me the book “The
Compound Effect” that I lent him.
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Appendix B
Novel Summaries
Meet Me Halfway Summary

When Johnquell, an African American teen, suffers a serious accident in the home of his white neighbor, Mrs.
Czernicki, his community must find ways to bridge divisions between black and white, gay and straight, old and
young. Set in one of the nation’s most highly segregated cities—Milwaukee, Wisconsin—Meet Me Halfway tells
stories of connections in a community with a tumultuous and divided past. In nine stories told from diverse
perspectives, Jennifer Morales captures a Rust Belt city’s struggle to establish a common ground and a collective
vision of the future.
Morales gives life to multifaceted characters—white schoolteachers and senior citizens, Latino landlords, black and
Puerto Rican teens, political activists, and Vietnam vets. As their lives unfold in these stories, we learn about
Johnquell’s family—his grandparents’ involvement in the local Black Panther Party, his sister’s on-again, off-again
friendship with a white classmate, and his aunt’s identity crisis as she finds herself falling in love with a woman. We
also meet Johnquell’s mother, Gloria, and his school friend Taquan, who is struggling to chart his own future.
As an activist mother in the thick of Milwaukee politics, Morales developed a keen ear and a tender heart for the
kids who have inherited the city’s troubled racial legacy. With a critical eye on promises unfulfilled, Meet Me
Halfway raises questions about the notion of a “postracial” society and, with humor and compassion, lifts up the
day-to-day work needed to get there.
(“Meet me halfway: Milwaukee stories by Jennifer Morales summary,” n.d.)
Look Both Ways by Jason Reynolds
Look Both Ways by Jason Reynolds consists of ten chapters, each focused on a student or group of students who
attend Latimer Middle School. The students are learning about themselves, each other, and their world.
Jasmine and Terrence Jumper, known as TJ, are best friends, though some people believe that a boy and girl cannot
possibly be best friends. Jasmine has recently missed a lot of school because of her sickle cell anemia. As they
prepare to walk home, Jasmine rebukes TJ about the boogers she can clearly see in his nose. He uses his shirt to
clean his nose. He has recently learned that boogers are basically made up of dust and water. He has also learned
that the human body is mainly made up of water, and he knows that God made humans from dust. He has put these
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facts together and believes that humans are basically boogers. Jasmine depends on TJ to take the edge off the more
difficult things of her life.
John John, Francy, Trista, and Britton (called Bit by his friends), make up a group called the Low Cuts. They
became friends after joining a support group for students whose parents have cancer. The four are known for taking
any change they can lay their hands on, though they never steal anything else. On this particular day, the four pool
their money to buy candy that they sell to old men in a pool hall. They use that money to buy four scoops of ice
cream from the ice cream truck, and they take it to Bit's mother, who has recently been diagnosed with cancer again.
Stevie attends a private school nearby. He is outside Latimer Middle School this afternoon because he needs to
apologize to Pia, a girl who skateboards everywhere she goes. The previous day, Stevie had been with a group of
bullies who broke Pia's skateboard. Stevie, who has been bullied himself, did not actively participate. However,
since he was there, his mother is making him apologize. Pia, however, leaves by the back door because she wants to
go to the cemetery to visit the grave of her sister, Santi, who was killed after someone shoved her into traffic.
Fatima walks home alone every afternoon and she makes a lengthy list of everything that is the same and everything
that has changed. She meets up with Benni each day, a woman who apparently has some sort of mental illness. On
this particular day, Fatima asks Benni if she can play one of Benni's imaginary instruments.
Bryson stands up for his friend Ty when everyone begins accusing him of kissing another boy, Salem. In fact, Salem
kissed Ty on the cheek but Salem joined in with the teasing. Bryson kissed Ty on the cheek to prove that it was not a
big deal and that everyone should stop being so terrible, but the boys simply turned their teasing on Bryson. They
followed him home and he wound up in a fight that caused him to miss a day of school. At the end of the day, Ty
shows up with some roses he picked from a neighbor's house. Bryson invites him inside, proof that their friendship
is intact.
Simeon and Kenzi live in the same apartment building. Simeon is big for his age and Kenzi is small, and Simeon
clearly feels protective toward Kenzi. Kenzi is often hit accidentally in the crowded hallway because he is so small.
At the end of the day, Kenzi rides Simeon's back down the hall to avoid the danger. The boys have a secret
handshake, pledge their brotherhood, and are clearly best friends. Kenzi's brother is in jail because of a car that
Simeon's brother stole, which may be one reason Simeon feels the need to protect Kenzi.
Satchmo is terrified of dogs because he was bitten severely when he was younger. Now, a man in his neighborhood
has a new dog, and Satchmo has created an elaborate escape plan that he will put into effect if the dog chases him.
However, when he walks home that evening, the neighbor invites him to meet the new dog, which is clearly
affectionate.
Cynthia is a budding comedian who has a strong relationship with her mother and her grandfather. She plans a
comedy show each day after school on the off-chance her mother will come by to spend a few minutes with Cynthia.
Her mother seldom shows up because she has work and then school, so Cynthia then goes upstairs where she spends
the evening with her grandfather.
Gregory has terrible body odor. His friends, Candace, Remy, and Joey, help him prepare to tell Sandra that he likes
her. They spray him down with body cologne and Candace rubs lotion onto his hands and arms. The “help” goes
wrong when Joey provides Vicks for Gregory's chapped lips, which burns so badly it makes his eyes water. When
he talks to Sandra, she asks why he keeps fanning his lips and Gregory is unable to fully explain. Sandra then begins
to smile. Gregory fears she is going to laugh at him but believes she may not.
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Canton Post is the son of the school crossing guard. His mother was struck one time by a school bus. Canton was
terrified when she returned to her job until Mr. Munch, the janitor, altered a broom that he said Canton should
pretend was a dog. He believed the “dog” could help Canton deal with his anxiety and Canton discovered that it
worked. Now, a year after the accident, the “dog” is looking bad and Ms. Post says it looks more like a school bus
than a dog. (“Look Both Ways Summary,” 2020)
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Student Engagement PreActivity Survey
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Focus Group Interview Survey
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Aesthetic/Critical/Efferent (ACE) Analysis of Texts
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Student Engagement Observation Protocol
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Culture Conversations
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Understanding Marginalization
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Critical Culture Literary Outline
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Daily Journals
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Group Character Analysis
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Appendix N
Performance Final/Reflective Essay

Research Performance Final S1
Throughout this semester, you have engaged in multiple culturally responsive education (CRE) activities that were
designed to increase your engagement (interest) in the subject matter. Based on your experiences with the
following: 1).multicultural literature MMH), 2.)classroom discussions (Journals), and 3.) instructional activities
(project, CC Outline, Author Interview, etc.), does CRE increase your engagement (interest) with the curriculum?
Use details to support your answer.
Paragraph 1: Introductory Paragraph
1. Attention Grabber. Talk about culture, or student engagement, or literature.
2-4. Background/Transition Sentences (Give a BRIEF (1-3 sentences) summary of the work (s).Be sure to include
the full title and Author’s Name. Example: This semester my Sophomore Language Arts class read Meet Me
Halfway by Jennifer Morales. This novel is a compilation of stories about.... Briefly describe some of the
activities we did (journals, discussions, project, outline, etc).
5. Thesis-What is your essay about. Answer the question: Does CRE increase your engagement (interest) with the
curriculum? Example: Based on my experiences this semester, culturally responsive education (CRE) did/ did
not increase my interest in the curriculum.
Paragraph 2: First Topic: The Novel: Here is where you talk about the literature we read. Was it interesting?
Why or why not? Did it Engage you? Why or why not? Give quotes from the story that support your answer.
1. Topic Sentence (TS): Example: The novel Meet Me Halfway was able to engage my interest because…..
2. Set up quote: For example, in chapter two, titled “Fragging,”.....
3. “Quote” (Citation).
4. Explain the quote.
5. Set up next quote: Another interesting aspect of the novel is….
6. “Quote” (Citation).
7. Explain the quote
8. Concluding Sentence-Summary and transition to next paragraph: Example: Not only was the literature able to
keep me interested, but the Classroom Discussions helped to keep me engaged as well.
Paragraph 3:Second Topic: The Classroom Journals/Discussions: Here is where you talk about the journals and
discussions we had in class. Did the discussions interest/engage you? Why or why not? You may refer to your/your
classmates’ journals to support your answer.
1. Topic Sentence (TS): The Classroom Discussions were an important element of the CRE because...
2. Set up quote: Example: To explain, many of the journals were asking...
3. “Quote” (Citation). For example, Journal #3 asked….
4. Explain the quote.
5. Set up next quote: Another interesting part of the class was...
6. “Quote” (Citation).
7. Explain the quote
8. Concluding Sentence-Summary and transition to next paragraph
Paragraph 4: Third Topic: Classroom Activities/Projects/Outlines/Packets: Here is where you talk about the
classroom activities we did. What did you enjoy/not enjoy? Did they make you more interested (engaged) in the
curriculum? You may not have actual quotes here, but refer to specific activities and parts of activities.
Topic Sentence (TS): Many of the classroom activities were able to….
2. Set up quote: For example,...
3. “Quote” (Citation).
4. Explain the quote.
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5. Set up next quote Another interesting activity was...
6. “Quote” (Citation).
7. Explain the quote
8. Concluding Sentence
Paragraph 5: Conclusion: Here is where you talk about your overall experience with the book,
journals/discussions, instructional activities. How did they work together as a whole to engage/not engage you?
You may refer to previous literature classes that you have had.
1. TS-Restate Thesis: Overall, my experience with CRE was...as compared to previous literature classes.
2. Summarize the main points of Paragraph 2
3. Summarize the main points of Paragraph 3
4. Summarize the main points of Paragraph 4
5. Clincher (Connect all the stories to your thesis and end it!)

Research Performance Final S2
Throughout this semester, you have engaged in multiple culturally responsive education (CRE) activities that were
designed to increase your engagement (interest) in the subject matter. Based on your experiences with the
following: 1).multicultural literature (Look Both Ways), 2.)classroom discussions (Journals), and 3.) instructional
activities (project, Reading Analysis, Essay, Critical Culture Outline, etc.), does CRE increase your engagement
(interest) with the curriculum? Use details to support your answer.
Paragraph 1: Introductory Paragraph
1. Attention Grabber. Talk about culture, or student engagement, or literature.
2-4. Background/Transition Sentences (Give a BRIEF (1-3 sentences) summary of the work (s).Be sure to include
the full title and Author’s Name. Example: This semester my Sophomore Language Arts class read Look Both
Ways by Jason Reynolds . This novel is a compilation of stories about.... Briefly describe some of the activities
we did (journals, discussions, project, outline, etc).
5. Thesis-What is your essay about. Answer the question: Does CRE increase your engagement (interest) with the
curriculum? Example: Based on my experiences this semester, culturally responsive education (CRE) did/ did
not increase my interest in the curriculum.
Paragraph 2: First Topic: The Novel: Here is where you talk about the literature we read. Was it interesting?
Why or why not? Did it Engage you? Why or why not? Give quotes from the story that support your answer.
1. Topic Sentence (TS): Example: The novel Look Both Ways was able to engage my interest because…..
2. Set up quote: For example, in chapter two, titled “Skitter Hitter,”.....
3. “Quote” (Citation).
4. Explain the quote.
5. Set up next quote: Another interesting aspect of the novel is….
6. “Quote” (Citation).
7. Explain the quote
8. Concluding Sentence-Summary and transition to next paragraph: Example: Not only was the literature able to
keep me interested, but the Classroom Discussions helped to keep me engaged as well.
Paragraph 3:Second Topic: The Classroom Journals/Discussions: Here is where you talk about the journals and
discussions we had in class. Did the discussions interest/engage you? Why or why not? You may refer to your/your
classmates’ journals to support your answer.
1. Topic Sentence (TS): The Classroom Discussions were an important element of the CRE because...
2. Set up quote: Example: To explain, many of the journals were asking...
3. “Quote” (Citation). For example, Journal #3 asked….
4. Explain the quote.
5. Set up next quote: Another interesting part of the class was...
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6. “Quote” (Citation).
7. Explain the quote
8. Concluding Sentence-Summary and transition to next paragraph
Paragraph 4: Third Topic: Classroom Activities/Projects/Outlines/Packets: Here is where you talk about the
classroom activities we did. What did you enjoy/not enjoy? Did they make you more interested (engaged) in the
curriculum? You may not have actual quotes here, but refer to specific activities and parts of activities.
Topic Sentence (TS): Many of the classroom activities were able to….
2. Set up quote: For example,...
3. “Quote” (Citation).
4. Explain the quote.
5. Set up next quote Another interesting activity was...
6. “Quote” (Citation).
7. Explain the quote
8. Concluding Sentence
Paragraph 5: Conclusion: Here is where you talk about your overall experience with the book,
journals/discussions, instructional activities. How did they work together as a whole to engage/not engage you?
You may refer to previous literature classes that you have had.
1. TS-Restate Thesis: Overall, my experience with CRE was...as compared to previous literature classes.
2. Summarize the main points of Paragraph 2
3. Summarize the main points of Paragraph 3
4. Summarize the main points of Paragraph 4
5. Clincher (Connect all the stories to your thesis and end it!)
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